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ABSTRACT
Shattering Your Own Glass Ceiling: The Self-Sabotaging Behaviors of Secondary
Female Principals and Strategies Used to Overcome Them
by Ashley L. Sandor
Purpose: The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods study was to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female secondary principals and to
explore the impact these behaviors have on their career development. A secondary
purpose of this study was to identify strategies used to overcome self-sabotaging
behaviors.
Methodology: An explanatory mixed methods design was used to uncover the
perspectives of 10 female secondary principals in Northern California who have
experienced career impacting self-sabotaging behaviors and to examine strategies that
exemplary female secondary principals use to overcome their internal barriers. The
quantitative phase included a 51-item online survey about self-sabotaging behaviors and
the impact they have had on career development. The qualitative phase incorporated
semistructured interview questions to understand the women’s lived experiences as
female educational leaders. These approaches allowed the researcher to understand the
internal barriers that women face in educational leadership and ways to overcome those
barriers. The researcher analyzed data using NVivo software to identify themes from
which to develop findings and draw conclusions.
Findings: Analysis of the data revealed that female secondary principals engaged in all
nine self-sabotaging behaviors outlined in the study’s framework and developed because
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of external factors. The behaviors had an adverse impact on women’s career
development and physical and mental well-being. All participants used the following
strategies to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors: cultivating self-intimacy, honest selfexpression, recognizing a woman’s unique destiny, building a power web, owning all of
one’s self, inspiring other women, and acting with confidence.
Conclusions: The study indicated that women participate in self-sabotaging behaviors
during the development of their careers in leadership. Influences such as social
expectations, upbringing, external barriers, and cultural impacted the development of
self-sabotaging behaviors. Women develop and use a variety of strategies to counteract
self-sabotaging behaviors. Cultivating self-intimacy was the most referenced strategy
that female secondary principals used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
Recommendations: Further research is recommended to identify self-sabotaging
behaviors and their impact on women in other populations within educational leadership.
It is also recommended that further research into the strategies women use to overcome
self-sabotaging behaviors be conducted using additional criteria.
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PREFACE
One faculty researcher and seven doctoral students discovered a common interest
in exploring specific self-sabotaging behaviors of women and gay males in leadership
and the strategies used by these leaders to overcome their self-sabotaging behaviors.
Through their shared interest, a thematic study was conducted by the seven doctoral
students to identify and describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female leaders
and gay males and to explore the impact these behaviors had on their career development.
A secondary purpose of the study was to identify strategies employed by female leaders
and gay males to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. An explanatory sequential mixed
methods study was developed utilizing a theoretical framework adapted from Lerner
(2012) and Ryder and Briles (2003) to group female self-sabotaging behaviors in nine
overarching domains of women’s personal power.
To ensure thematic consistency and reliability, the seven doctoral students worked
in collaboration with one faculty member to develop the purpose statement and research
questions. The survey instrument, interview questions, and study procedures were
utilized in previous thematic research studies by Pianta (2020), T. Thomas (2020), and
Crews (2020). All instruments were compiled through collaboration and research of the
thematic group, and alterations were supported through alignment with Ryder and Briles
(2003) theoretical framework. Each researcher administered an online survey to female
leaders to identify the self-sabotaging behaviors they experienced and the impact they
had on their career development. Following the survey, the researchers individually
interviewed their study participants to explore the impact the self-sabotaging behaviors
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had on their career development and to identify the strategies that study participants
employed to overcome them.
The term peer researchers was used throughout the dissertation to refer to the
other researchers involved in conducting this thematic study. The peer researchers
studied female leaders and gay males in the following fields: Ashley Sandor, female
secondary principals; John McCarthy, K-12 gay male school leaders; LaToya Davis,
female higher education executives; Davina Bailey, female higher education deans;
Tatiana Larreynaga, female Latina C-Suite millennials; Kristen Miller, female assistant
superintendents; and Heather Vennes, female charter school chief executive officers
(CEO) and superintendents.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Women are historically underrepresented in leadership roles in the workplace
even though evidence shows that they possess the skills necessary to make effective
leaders. It was not until 2021, 245 years after the birth of America, that the nation saw a
woman hold office in the executive branch. From the highest office in the land to every
organization between her shores, America has failed to provide gender equity to the
nation’s women. Yet research has suggested that women are more likely to have
leadership styles that lend themselves to being more effective leaders (Connell, Cobia, &
Hodge, 2015). Kaufman and Grace (2011), Crews (2020), Pianta (2020), and T. Thomas
(2020) all pointed out that women often exhibit a leadership style that is more democratic
and participatory when compared with their more authoritative male counterparts. In
America, women make up 46% of all managers and administrators, only 5% of all
corporate officers, and 1% of chief executive officers (Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, &
van Engen, 2003). Although women possess the skills and characteristics that make
quality leaders, they continue to be underrepresented in upper level leadership positions
in the United States.
Similarly, in the educational world, female leaders are underrepresented in public
school principal positions in the United States relative to their dominance in entry-level
positions as teachers. Although women make up approximately 76.6% of the educator
population as teachers, this percentage does not translate to the same representation in
positions as principals (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2017a).
Although the number of female principals has increased over time, women still made up
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only 54.2% of all principals in 2015–2016 with only 30% of those positions being at the
secondary level (Finneran, 2016; NCES, 2017b).
The demographic information related to female leaders has led to research on
gender and leadership, particularly by examining the psychology of females and the
barriers that exist within their professional world (Cuadrado, Navas, Molero, Ferrer, &
Morales, 2012). Not only do fewer women make it to top educational leadership
positions, but they also must often take a longer path and are twice as likely to take on
roles as coordinators, curriculum leads, and other unofficial committee leadership
positions prior to being considered experienced enough to advance. Conversely, men
have fewer requirements before advancement and are three times more likely than
women to spend time as a sports coach before promoting to the principalship (Arriaga,
Stanley, & Lindsey, 2020).
Aside from more frequent stops on the road to principalship, women also take
longer to advance, spending an average of 13.2 years in the classroom prior to promotion
to administration compared to 10.7 years for men (Arriaga et al., 2020). Because of the
disparity in demographic data of female principals, it becomes increasingly important to
“build the leadership capacity” (Pianta, 2020, p. 34) of females and to find the reasons
women continue to bump up against the glass ceiling. To break gender stereotypes, and
consequently the existing patriarchal system that discriminates against women and keeps
them out of powerful positions, concentrated efforts need to be made within
organizations to advance equity and the ability of women’s opportunities to further their
careers at the same rates as their male counterparts (Finneran, 2016). By focusing on
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building female leaders’ capacity, women can take control over the existing external and
internal barriers that they face in the workforce.
Background
History of Women in the Workplace
Traditionally, women have had the responsibility of raising children and tending
house. This role has shifted over time, and during the 18th and 19th centuries, women
became increasingly more present in the physical workplace outside of the home. By the
20th century, the role of women in the workforce had gradually grown in prominence.
During the 1970s, women became more interested in not allowing family life to
negatively impact their careers and began planning for long-term career goals and
increasing their investment in education. These decisions gave women more status in the
workforce and narrowed the gap between themselves and their male counterparts (Jacobs
& Bahn, 2019). In fact, from 1950 to 1999, the percentage of American women in the
workforce rose from 33% to 61% (Connell et al., 2015; NCES, 2017b). Into the 21st
century, however, women’s participation in the workforce has slowed, and studies have
shown that conflicts still exist that keep women from realizing their full success in higher
level leadership positions (Jacobs & Bahn, 2019).
History of Women in the Field of Education
Although current demographics in education indicate that women dominate the
educational field, their presence in the career path was not always so powerful. In the
early mid-1800s, women were not typically represented in the classroom with most
women staying home to care for their own families. Additionally, families often
determined that educating a female was a waste of time and money (Pianta, 2020).
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Gradually, the educator’s role began to shift to a more nurturing model, and women
became an asset in the classroom. Society began to see teaching as an extension of
maternal skills and responsibilities (Pianta, 2020). As a result of this shift, by 1900
approximately 70% of the jobs in education were held by women. These numbers
peaked in 1920 at 86% (Pianta, 2020). In 2015, women accounted for 76.6% of the
teaching population (NCES, 2017a).
Despite the strides made with the inclusion of women in the classroom, progress
has not been as evident for women in educational leadership positions with only 54.2% of
principal positions occupied by females (NCES, 2017b). Even when women have the
opportunity to advance, they often move into less desirable sites, elementary principal
positions, or jobs working with curriculum rather than more coveted roles of secondary
principals or the “preferred, male-dominated roles of human resources or finance”
(Connell et al., 2015, p. 41). According to Arriaga et al. (2020), the lack of women in
positional leadership positions continues to be a social issue “predominately due to an
inherent bias against women as leaders” (p. 4).
External Barriers Facing Women in Educational Leadership
Researchers have found that women commonly experience external barriers in the
workplace that impede their ability to climb the ladder of success within their
organizations (Ansari, 2016; Arriaga et al., 2020; Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017;
Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008; Budworth & Mann, 2010; Carli & Eagly, 2016; Chizema,
Kamuriwo, & Shinozawa, 2015; Connell et al., 2015; Crews, 2020; de la Rey, 2005;
Derks, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2016; Eagly et al., 2003; Ellemers, Rink, Derks, & Ryan,
2012; Faniko, Ellemers, Derks, & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2017; Finneran, 2016; Harvey, 2018).
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These barriers present differently to each woman and sometimes are not even recognized
as obstacles on a female’s professional path (Finneran, 2016). To proactively avoid such
barriers, women must first be aware of and acknowledge their existence. Although
females dominate the teaching pool, they face external barriers as they attempt to gain
access to top leadership positions.
Educational leadership positions have been called an “old boys club” or “old boy
network” with males informally and formally receiving the mentoring opportunities
necessary for success while women do not enjoy the same support (Burton & Weiner,
2016). According to Nelson (2017), “The ‘old boy network’ refers to an informal system
of friendships and connections through which men use their positions of influence by
providing favors and information to other men” (p. 1). These informal networks in maledominated career paths have traditionally allowed men to enjoy mentoring and career
planning, often paving the path to the upper level educational leadership positions that
then lead to superintendency or central office positions (Connell et al., 2015). Referred
to as impenetrable, the old boys club works by excluding women and minorities from
making the professional connections that may impact the path of their careers, thus
putting them at a disadvantage in the educational leadership world (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018). When women are not on the golf courses or in the spas, saunas, or
bars having access to the same career planning networking conversations, they miss out
on opportunities for mentoring, support, and the building of professional relationships
that occur.
Gender bias is also a commonly researched external barrier that women face as
they attempt to access leadership positions (Ellemers et al., 2012; Finneran, 2016;
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Hopkins, 2012; Hume, 2015; Pianta, 2020). Traditionally, women have been stereotyped
as nurturing and emotional whereas males are described as assertive and aggressive
(Heilman, 2012; Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). Because gender roles are so
ingrained within the American psyche, “A disconnect [often exists] between gender role
expectations and leadership role expectations” (Hopkins, 2012, p. 669) because favorable
leadership qualities have typically been displayed by the men who hold those positions.
Women are expected to fulfill their socially constructed roles, and when they stray, they
often face consequences that males do not face for the same style or behaviors.
Consequently, women are expected to behave a certain way in the workplace and “are
held to a double standard when they take charge as opposed to men in equivalent
leadership positions” (Hopkins, 2012, p. 700) and are kept out of high-level leadership
positions.
The Queen Bee Effect is another example of an external barrier for women.
Barriers to workplace advancement are not only placed on women by men. Several
researchers have reported that in the workplace women commonly do not support each
other (Harvey, 2018). Some even actively distance themselves from junior women after
they have worked to fit in with a more masculine leadership style (Derks et al., 2016).
Additionally, studies have shown that “58% of [workplace] bullies are women, and these
individuals most often victimize other women, choosing females as targets nearly 90% of
the time” (Crothers, Lipinski, & Minutolo, 2009, pp. 101–102). The Queen Bee Effect is
a triggered response that happens to those who face gender discrimination and negative
gender stereotypes (Derks et al., 2016). Rather than lifting other women up to build a
female web of power and mentorship, queen bees intentionally manipulate others and
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damage reputations to get ahead (Brock, 2008; Bynum, 2014; Crothers et al., 2009;
Faniko et al., 2017; Harvey, 2018).
Theoretical Considerations
A rich history of feminist theory exists that examines women’s role in the
workplace. These foundational theories shape the way contemporary scholars handle the
subject. Social identity theory, social role theory, expectancy-value theory, and role
congruity theory all aim to explain the barriers women face in society and contextualize
the impact those barriers have on gender stereotypes and expectations (T. Thomas, 2020).
These considerations play a part in the development of the women’s personal power
framework and serve as a foundation to the study.
Social role theory. This theory provides a perspective on gender stereotypes that
can be placed on the roles of individuals, particularly developed from the gender division
of labor (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). Accordingly, women are placed into specific career
narratives defined by the masculine-dominated leadership competencies that have come
to be the social norm (Bowles, 2012). Both men and women observe these roles and
expectations in the workplace, which are further propagated through the media and
society at large. These expectations define the experience that women must learn to
traverse to function within an organization.
Role congruity theory. This theory recognizes that a group will be positively
judged when the members exhibit characteristics and behaviors that align with that
group’s expected social roles (Eagly & Diekman, 2005). Conversely, when members of
the group fail to meet the expectations assigned to them, consequences for not
appropriately fitting the mold commonly manifest as social resistance from others and
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identity struggles from within themselves. Social role expectations often take the
perspective of adopting masculinity as the norm in leadership; therefore, women who
break those roles face challenges in the workplace (Kaufman & Grace, 2011). As a result
of the mounting challenges placed upon advancing women, they are often required to
work harder and outperform their male counterparts to be deemed worthy for ascension
to top-level positions (Bowles, 2012).
Theoretical Framework
In addition to factors outside of a woman’s control, women impose internal
challenges on themselves, making it difficult to obtain leadership roles through selfsabotaging behaviors. To overcome these barriers, women can use specific strategies to
take control of their careers. By increasing their personal power, women can decrease the
negative impacts of self-sabotage. Women’s personal power strategies include
recognizing women’s unique destiny, constructive preparation, owning all of oneself,
honest self-expression, acting with confidence, cultivating self-intimacy, building a
power web, inspiring other women, and embracing one’s sexuality (Crews, 2020; Lerner,
2012; Pianta, 2020; Ryder & Briles, 2003; T. Thomas, 2020).
Although many studies have been conducted on the external barriers that women
face by society and their workplaces, few studies analyze the internal barriers women
inflict upon themselves. If women realize these self-imposed hindrances, they can use
specific strategies to overcome barriers and move forward in their careers. Selfrealization can give women ownership over their destinies and career paths in ways that
have previously not been viable. These self-sabotaging behaviors include thinking too
small, fear and worry, misunderstanding oneself, dishonesty, holding back, not taking
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time to reflect, isolating, disempowering other women, and infusing sex/gender role
confusion in the workplace.
Thinking Too Small/Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny
Society has ingrained the idea that women are less than men into the minds and
psyches of women, causing them to internalize these beliefs about their capabilities
(Lerner, 2012). As a result, women engage in the imposter syndrome in which they feel
like they do not belong, they minimize their value, and they may not have the courage to
step out of their comfort zone (Hutchins, Penney, & Sublett, 2018). When this occurs,
women feel unworthy of the praise they receive about their accomplishments and
therefore will underrepresent their achievements, but men frequently engage in selfpromotion (Budworth & Mann, 2010; Edwards, 2019). When a woman downplays her
accomplishments, she also limits her possibility of advancement because she is less likely
than a man to try to obtain a position that she does not feel completely qualified for
(Arriaga et al., 2020). To overcome thinking too small, women can recognize their
unique destinies by tapping into all their skills and potential, being courageous, and being
creative (Lerner, 2012).
Fear and Worry/Constructive Preparation
Fear and worry can have a paralytic impact on a woman’s ability to advance her
career (Ruderman, 2006). Although fear has a worthwhile utility for humans’ survival,
risks have to be taken by women who aspire to leadership positions. The fear of failure,
of looking stupid, or being an imposter results in a lack of confidence that leads to
stagnancy in women’s careers and upholds age-old stereotypes placed upon women by
society (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Women can overcome fear and worry by
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being constructively prepared by accepting fear and welcoming uncomfortable situations
(Lerner, 2012).
Misunderstanding One’s Self/Owning All of Oneself
When women misunderstand themselves, they are reluctant to seek feedback that
can help them to improve. Moreover, this self-sabotaging behavior causes women to be
hesitant to take credit for their accomplishments and accept praise, fearing that they are
trumpeting their ego and looked down upon by their peers (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles,
2003). To overcome this self-sabotaging behavior, women need to understand and
celebrate their strengths and areas for growth. Women can also actively seek feedback
and work to turn feedback into action.
Dishonesty/Honest Self-Expression
When women are dishonest, they tend to avoid certain situations. For example,
women engaging in dishonesty might say “yes” when they really mean “no,” avoid
speaking up when it would be beneficial to do so, or act nice to avoid confrontation
(Hauser, 2018). Being dishonest can also take the form of women taking sides in a
situation in which they really want to stay neutral (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Women have been socialized to believe that engaging in this behavior will lead to a
positive image by others and to being seen as nonthreatening rather than an ambitious
equal vying for leadership positions (Budworth & Mann, 2010). Women can overcome
their self-sabotaging dishonesty by engaging in honest self-expression, by setting clear
boundaries, and by being authentic regarding their vulnerability and what they can give to
others (Brown, 2018; Lerner, 2012).
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Holding Back/Acting With Confidence
Women who hold back avoid criticism at all costs, often not reaching out for help
when they need it. Holding back causes women to do their best not to be seen, preferring
not to speak up in group settings, withholding an idea or answer to a question for fear of
what others might think, and not speaking with confidence. The tendency to hold back
also causes women to apologize unnecessarily and engage in negative self-talk (Lerner,
2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Women must actively seek to overcome their tendency to
hold back by acting with confidence, which can be through body language, verbal
inflections, and actions. Additionally, women need to take credit for their
accomplishments and celebrate their strengths with others, taking full credit for what they
achieve.
Not Taking the Time to Reflect/Cultivating Self-Intimacy
When women exhibit the self-sabotaging behavior of not taking the time to
reflect, they deny themselves the time and space to deliberately look inward to grow as a
human being. Women who do not allow themselves this space will keep themselves busy
to avoid being alone, will not allow themselves to experience emotion, refuse to take
vacations or experience downtime, and may not be able to see their personal deficiencies
(Lerner, 2012). Women find themselves unable to enjoy aspects of life because they are
continually living in the double bind of having to choose between their careers and home
life (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Ryder & Briles, 2003). As a result, women who
engage in this self-sabotaging behavior are constantly conflicted and unable to strike a
healthy balance between their work and family lives (Crews, 2020). As a strategy to
overcome a lack of self-reflection, Lerner (2012) suggested that women must cultivate
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self-intimacy by not judging themselves, letting go of the past, and focusing on living in
the moment.
Isolating/Building a Power Web
The self-sabotaging behavior of isolation occurs when women are afraid to reach
out to people who are not immediately within their network of friends, family, and
colleagues. Lerner (2012) attributed this to women viewing themselves as less
sophisticated or important than those they require assistance from. When women reach
out, they often feel guilty for taking up too much of their mentor’s time and do not
always effectively communicate their needs. Sometimes, they may not even know what
type of support they need and therefore are never able to get the help they seek (Ryder &
Briles, 2003). Women who are isolated miss out on networking and mentorship
opportunities that are available to those who integrate themselves into professional social
situations (Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Overcoming this self-imposed
barrier, women must build a power web—actively engaging in networking as well as
utilizing that network when in need.
Disempowering Other Women/Inspiring Other Women
The relationships between women are often complicated and can lead to
empowerment or destruction in the professional world. When women engage in bullying
behavior toward other women, they are upholding some of the very barriers that women
are trying to break down and in doing so actively prevent other women from professional
success (Crothers et al., 2009; Faniko et al., 2017). Ryder and Briles (2003) pointed out
that this gender sabotage is a socially conditioned reaction that can occur because of
jealousy, feelings of inadequacy, vying for the same positions, or an expectation that

12

younger women should have to work just as hard as they have. To overcome the selfsabotaging behavior of disempowering other women, women must actively inspire other
women and offer mentorship opportunities when possible.
Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace/Embracing One’s Sexuality
A woman can further engage in self-sabotage by infusing sex or gender role
confusion into the workplace. Ryder and Briles (2003) found that men resent it when
women try to sexually manipulate men in the workplace via flirting, touching, acting
girly, or dressing sexy at work. Additionally, women who try to act more masculine in
their leadership style tend to be seen as inauthentic and aggressive (Arriaga et al., 2020;
Derks et al., 2016; Hauser, 2018). As women walk the tightrope between their femininity
and their ambition, they can find themselves in a constant struggle to stay balanced and
true to themselves (Lerner, 2012). To combat this self-sabotaging behavior, women must
embrace their sexuality, not try to hide from it, and use it to highlight their strengths.
Research has indicated that women face barriers that block or slow their path to
high-powered leadership positions in the workplace. However, Crews (2020) pointed out
that “regardless of the reason for discrepancy in female representation, the path forward
must begin with awareness” (p. 13). Once there is awareness, women can take their
careers into their own hands and use deliberate strategies to overcome the barriers that
stand in their way and renormalize what it means to be a woman in a leadership position.
Statement of the Research Problem
Although women make up 76% of the teaching workforce, they do not have the
same representation in secondary principal positions (NCES, 2017a). Although some
women may be kept out of these upper managerial positions because of external factors
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out of their control, internal barriers also prevent women from reaching their full
potential in educational leadership roles. Because of societal gender roles and
stereotypes, many women fear to exercise their leadership capacity in ways that may
make them seem unfeminine. For example, women are less likely to vocalize their
accomplishments for fear of sounding conceited or overly confident. This reluctance to
self-promote allows men to stand out for their successes because they make their
contributions known (Arriaga et al., 2020; Budworth & Mann, 2010; Crews, 2020;
Edwards, 2019; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Pianta, 2020; T. Thomas, 2020).
Additionally, women often believe they are less qualified for leadership roles and think
that they do not belong or are an imposter. The fear of being found out can be crippling
and can cause women to throw their work and home life off balance by trying to prove
themselves so as not to be seen as a fraud (Arriaga et al., 2020; Edwards, 2019; Hutchins
et al., 2018; Mohr, 2014; Slank, 2019).
Although many studies analyze the external barriers that women face, such as
gender bias and the Queen Bee Effect, these studies do not ultimately explain why
secondary principals are still so underrepresented by women in educational leadership
(Crothers et al., 2009; Derks et al., 2016; Ellemers et al., 2012; Finneran, 2016; Harvey,
2018; Heilman, 2012; Hopkins, 2012; Hume, 2015). Internalized gendered behaviors are
ingrained in women because of a patriarchal domination of society throughout history.
To counteract, women must reflect on self-sabotaging behaviors before they can regain
their power and take charge of their futures and access higher level leadership positions.
Lerner (2012) and Ryder and Briles (2003) found that once women realize the damaging
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behaviors they engage in, successful women then deliberately replace the harmful
behaviors with carefully selected strategies to overcome workplace barriers.
There are many reasons for the gap between males and females in upper level
management positions, but external barriers can be difficult to confront because women
do not have control over their continued presence. Mentoring is an effective way for
women to develop as leaders and to overcome workplace obstacles to advancement
(Capron, 2014; Crews, 2020; Finneran, 2016; Hauser, 2018; Pianta, 2020). However,
women find it difficult to find quality mentors—male or female—within their
organizations. With the popularization of #MeToo, senior men report feeling
uncomfortable with having professional relationships with women at work, and senior
women often display distancing and critical attitudes toward junior female employees
(Arriaga et al., 2020; Faniko et al., 2017). Ultimately, mentorship gives women tools that
help them address external barriers but does not give women the specific strategies they
can use to combat self-imposed barriers.
Foundational studies on the internal barriers of self-sabotaging behaviors have
been conducted that analyze specific populations (Crews, 2020; Pianta, 2020; Ruderman,
2006; T. Thomas, 2020). In her study, Pianta (2020) found that there needs to be further
research to determine the self-sabotaging behaviors of site educational leaders and their
strategies to reclaim their power. Furthermore, Crews (2020) and T. Thomas (2020)
called for additional research to be conducted on a variety of careers. Further research
will add depth to the understanding of what female secondary principals experience in the
workforce and how they can best position themselves to overcome barriers and advance
their careers. Gaining insight into women’s internal resiliency will serve to support and
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encourage women in education, build leadership capacity, help women reclaim power
over their careers, and provide tools for obtaining career advancement.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods study was to identify and describe
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female secondary principals and to explore the
impact these behaviors have on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female secondary principals to overcome
self-sabotaging behaviors.
Research Questions
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female secondary principals experienced
throughout their leadership careers?
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
secondary principals?
3. What strategies did female secondary principals use throughout their leadership
careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
Significance of the Problem
Although women make up 75% of teachers in the United States, their dominance
dwindles as they attempt to climb the ladder of educational leadership, with only 30% of
American secondary principal positions being held by female administrators (Arriaga et
al., 2020; Burton & Weiner, 2016; Finneran, 2016). Even when women are allowed to be
in leadership positions in education, they often are relegated to elementary school
principalship positions over the more highly coveted high school principal positions
(Burton & Weiner, 2016). Although external barriers play a role in women’s slowed
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progress in educational leadership, internal barriers can also impact women’s
professional ascent into middle and high school administrative roles. When women
engage in these behaviors, they internally limit their thinking and progress.
According to Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018), women exhibit habits that hold
them back from entering into the next phase of their careers, often unintentionally. One
way that women do this is by failing to take credit for their accomplishments. Rather
than speaking up and claiming them publicly as their male counterparts do, women stay
in their comfort zone by sitting back and allowing their work to go unnoticed.
Additionally, women are less likely to change districts for the sole purpose of obtaining
an administrative position, but men are more apt to do so (Connell et al., 2015).
Engaging in the self-sabotaging behavior of residing in one’s comfort zone and not taking
risks can greatly inhibit a woman’s career advancement.
This study explored the self-sabotaging behaviors that women engage in that hold
them back from career success as secondary principals and investigated how women can
deliberately replace self-sabotaging behaviors with strategies to overcome their selfimposed barriers. Once women realize that they exhibit self-sabotaging behaviors, they
must deliberately engage in strategies to overcome those damaging habits (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018). Acknowledging self-defeating behaviors will change a woman’s
gendered narrative and career trajectory (Budworth & Mann, 2010; Burton & Weiner,
2016; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
This study first sought to help women harness their self-understanding and
leverage it into concrete strategies for success by exploring the lived experiences of
successful women in secondary principal roles and empowering them to take control and
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reclaim their inner strength and power (Lerner, 2012). Furthermore, the study aimed to
support women to actively position themselves to achieve and retain the secondary
principal role. This research will also help women striving to be a principal in secondary
education to gain confidence and know that they are not alone, ultimately providing a
clear path to their career aspirations. Research has shown that men can play a pivotal
role in reversing the critical shortage of female leaders in education (Arriaga et al., 2020).
This research can provide male educational leaders with the tools necessary to be an ally
to female colleagues, not only by being aware of self-sabotaging behaviors but also by
positioning men as mentors to aid women in selecting strategies to overcome them.
Finally, educational leadership graduate programs, professional organizations, and
principal preparation programs can use this research to prepare their candidates with the
knowledge of self-sabotaging behaviors and strategies to overcome them to realize their
true professional potential.
Many studies have addressed the external barriers that women face in the
workforce, such as gender bias and Queen Bee Effect (Ansari, 2016; Brands &
Fernandez-Mateo, 2017; Brescoll, 2016; Brock, 2008; Derks et al., 2016; Edwards, 2019;
Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; Johnson, Warr, Hegarty, & Guillemin, 2015; Kaufman &
Grace, 2011; Macnell, Driscoll, & Hunt, 2015; Murakami & Törnsen, 2017; Pasquerella
& Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). Although these studies highlight the barriers that women face,
they do not comprehensively discuss why the numbers of female secondary principals are
so low. By exploring self-sabotaging behaviors, women can gain perspective on the part
they play in their struggles and can ultimately empower themselves to control their
professional destiny. Researchers have called for the analysis of the lived experiences of
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women in educational leadership from their perspectives and voices (Connell et al., 2015;
Crews, 2020; Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; Pianta, 2020; T. Thomas, 2020). Although
research has been conducted on self-sabotaging behaviors and strategies to overcome
them, there has been no research conducted on the specific population of female
secondary principals (Crews, 2020; Pianta, 2020; T. Thomas, 2020). Gaining awareness
about this phenomenon will help build capacity in female educational leaders and can
ultimately aid in closing the gender gap between men and women secondary principals.
Definitions
Administrator. An administrator is a person who oversees and manages a
school, program, or group of people.
Barriers. Barriers are obstacles that prevent movement or progress forward.
Barriers can be external—as in institutional, systemic, or social—or internal.
Educational leadership. Educational leadership is school district administrators
in K-12 institutions.
Gender bias. Gender bias is preconception or judgement based on one’s gender
alone (Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017).
Gender discrimination. Gender discrimination is the unjust or prejudicial
treatment of people based on their gender.
Gender roles. Gender roles are constructed throughout history and society about
characteristics assigned to certain genders. These roles are often assigned social value in
the workplace.
Gender stereotypes. Gender stereotypes are generalizations of a person based on
socially constructed expectations of gender roles.

19

Imposter syndrome. In this study, the imposter syndrome phenomenon is when
women believe that they are not worthy of their accomplishments or praises and that they
are fooling others into overestimating their intelligence and skill (Edwards, 2019).
Leadership capacity. Leadership capacity is people’s ability to skillfully reach
their potential as a leader.
Old boys club. The old boys club is a traditional method of male-dominated
mentoring and networking, allowing men to succeed while leaving out females.
Personal power. Personal power is the discovery, ownership, and activation of
inner authority (Lerner, 2012).
Phenomenological study. A phenomenological study examines the lived
experiences of individuals in an attempt to make meaning (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010).
Principal. The principal is the highest ranking official over a school site.
Secondary. Secondary refers to an educational administrator who serves Grades
6–12 or an institution that serves Grades 6–12.
Self-sabotaging behaviors. Self-sabotaging behaviors are a set of internal and
avoidable behaviors that undermine or destroy one’s professional credibility resulting in
the degradation of one’s self-worth and self-confidence (Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Stereotype. Stereotype is the generalization of a trait or characteristic to a larger
group.
Underrepresentation. Underrepresentation is when a population is not
demographically represented appropriately.
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Delimitations
This study was delimited to female secondary principals (Grades 6–12) in
Northern California. Only secondary principals who (a) had a minimum of 2 years of
experience as a secondary principal, (b) exhibited strong verbal and nonverbal
communication skills, and (c) were recognized for their support to mentor female
secondary principals or those who aspired to be secondary principals were asked to
participate in this study.
Organization of the Study
The study is organized into five chapters followed by a references section and
appendices. Chapter I provided an introduction and historical context of women in the
workplace, women in education, and educational leadership. Chapter I also provided a
foundational understanding of theoretical foundations and conceptual frameworks, the
research problem, significance of the study, purpose statement, and research questions.
Chapter II provides a literature review of women in educational leadership through the
lens of the conceptual framework. Chapter III describes the research design and
methodology of the study used by the researcher and data collection procedures and
details the selected population. Chapter IV analyzes the data collected in the previous
chapter and provides a discussion of the findings that resulted. Chapter V provides a
summary, conclusion, and recommendations of the study for further research. The study
concludes with a reference section and appendices to accompany the study.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Chapter II presents a literature review of the historical context of women in
education who are trying to attain career and gender equity in educational leadership.
The chapter begins with a brief history of women in the workforce followed by a history
of women in educational leadership. The chapter then dives into the literature about the
external barriers women face as they try to advance their careers. Next, there is a
discussion of the multiple theories under consideration for this study, which leads to the
theoretical framework of women’s personal power. The women’s personal power
theoretical framework combines the work of Lerner (2012) and Ryder and Briles (2003).
The chapter concludes with research concerning self-sabotaging behaviors that women
experience and strategies they use to successfully navigate those experiences to overcome
them.
History of Women in Education
Over the course of American history, women have faced countless discriminatory
injustices that have limited their professional options and slowed their progression to top
positions in the field of education. Female principals are viewed as special cases when
they make it to the top, but men are often thought to be there by fitting into the natural
“mold of success” (Arriaga et al., 2020).
To contextualize the current state of the female principalship, one must
understand the history of women within education. During the mid-1800s, male
educators dominated teaching positions in America because the expectation for women
was that they provided the care and education for their own children at home (Pianta,
2020). Furthermore, a traditional tenet of female child-rearing claimed that women were
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not smart enough to be teachers, and families often decided that it was not worth the time
or money to educate females when they should be focused on marrying her off.
Over time, society began to see teaching as an extension of a woman’s motherly
duties and the best way that women could serve their country (Finneran, 2016). Having
little experience in the workforce, women were also willing to accept lower wages than
men who had families to support, which made women attractive candidates for the field
(Pianta, 2020). Women entered classrooms to fill the vacancies of teaching shortages in
the mid- to late-19th centuries and did so while being paid half as much as the wages paid
to male teachers (Blount, 1998).
In the early 1900s, females represented approximately 70% of all teaching
positions. This demographic shift made men less interested in a job that was now viewed
as woman’s work (Blount, 1998). Educational leadership positions began to develop as a
result of work from state and local government officials and were paths dedicated to
males from the start (Blount, 1998). Men who wanted to go into education did not want
to appear effeminate and therefore sought positions of power in areas like educational
administration, allowing the patriarchy to take hold over the institution of education in a
new way. Men quickly became the overseers of women in the classroom as they were in
the home, and “an assumed hierarchy in which women take care of and teach the
children, and men take administrative roles” (Finneran, 2016, p, 31) was established
outside of the home as well. With fewer men trying to compete for classroom positions,
the number of women working as teachers steadily increased during this time in history
until peaking at 86% in 1920 (Blount, 1998). In 2015, women made up approximately
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76.6% of the teaching workforce, a figure that has stayed relatively static in subsequent
years (NCES, 2017a).
History of Women in Educational Leadership
From 1900 to 1930, women began to hold administrative positions but typically at
the elementary level. Even when women obtained these positions, they were often paid
less to perform the same duties despite equal pay laws, which were only enacted in 10
states at the time (Hyndman, 2009). Furthermore, in the 1930s, 60% of school districts
participated in marriage rules by which they would not hire women who were married or
would not continue to employ a woman who became married (Hyndman, 2009). The
practice of removal based on marital status served men well because it removed
competition for administrative positions.
During World War II, women saw advanced opportunities in many areas of the
workforce as they filled vacancies left by the men at war. As a result, teacher shortages
occurred because women had a wide variety of choices for working. These shortages,
coupled with the preference given to returning soldiers after the war, led to a decline in
female principalship post-World War II (Hyndman, 2009).
According to Rousmaniere (2013), following World War II, there was a marked
shift for women in educational leadership with the introduction of the Servicemen’s
Readjustment Act, also called the GI Bill. The GI Bill, which assisted returning war
veterans and offset their education costs, led to an increase of 37% of male veterans
obtaining teaching degrees in the 1960s and nearly 75% earning a master’s degree in
education. During this time, states began to require master’s degrees for educators to
obtain their administrative licenses (Murakami & Törnsen, 2017). This series of events
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left women at a disadvantage in their advancement from the classroom, particularly into
the secondary level of educational leadership because men were better situated to receive
the proper education and to be selected for the top positions upon returning from war
(Pianta, 2020). Additionally, school boards made administrative roles available to men,
or even created roles for them, as they returned home from war (Pianta, 2020).
The decades of the 60s and 70s brought legislation that sought to narrow the
career and education gap for women. The Equal Pay Act passed in 1963 prohibited
discrimination in pay based on gender followed by Title VII of the Civil Rights Act in
1964, which prohibited employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, gender,
and national origin (Hyndman, 2009; Pianta, 2020). Despite the many efforts during this
time, the disparity between men and women had solidified by 1970 when only 20% of
females were principals in elementary schools, and 3% were principals in secondary
schools (Murakami & Törnsen, 2017). In 1972, Title IX of the Civil Rights Act was
enacted federally to prohibit discrimination based on gender in any federally funded
educational program to promote equal employment opportunities regardless of
background (Hyndman, 2009). Title IX linked funding to compliance as a way to hold
institutions accountable that were dependent on federal funding and sought to even the
playing field between men and women. Furthermore, the Women’s Educational Equity
Act was passed in 1974 to address the issues of sex-based discrimination. The goal of the
act was to meet the needs of women in all levels of education, to increase access of girls
to math and science opportunities, to address the double discrimination of sex and
race/ethnicity, and to increase the access of women to positions in educational
administration (Simonson & Menzer, 1984). Unfortunately, legislative efforts had little
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impact on the overall percentage of female principals, only increasing from 23% in 1970
to 25% by 1987–1988 (Hill, Ottem, & DeRoche, 2016).
Despite gains and continual efforts to create a more equitable world and
workplace, injustices continued to occur (Pianta, 2020). As a result, legislative action
continued into the 1990s with the Civil Rights Act of 1991. Included in this legislation
was the creation of the Federal Glass Ceiling Commission (1995). This commission
studied and “confirmed … the existence of invisible, artificial barriers blocking women
and minorities from advancing up the corporate ladder to management and executive
level positions” (Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995, p. iii). In the years after the
Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, the female principalship increased from 25% in
1987–1988 to 52% in 2011–2012 (Hill et al., 2016). Although women have made great
progress in both teaching and educational leadership, the nearly 80% female presence as
teachers does not translate to the same success in obtaining educational leadership
positions. Currently, 54.2% of all principal positions are held by women and
approximately only 30% of all secondary principal positions are held by female leaders
(Arriaga et al., 2020; Murakami & Törnsen, 2017; NCES, 2017b).
Barriers Facing Women in Educational Leadership
An abundance of literature has found that barriers exist within the workforce,
which can negatively impact women along their careers, hindering their opportunities to
advance into higher level leadership roles. Barriers such as old boys club or gatekeeping,
gender bias, gender stereotyping, the Queen Bee Effect, the glass ceiling/cliff/escalator,
and the imposter syndrome directly impact a female’s ability to acquire secondary
principal positions (Ansari, 2016; Arriaga et al., 2020; Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017;
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Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008; Budworth & Mann, 2010; Carli & Eagly, 2016; Chizema et
al., 2015; Connell et al., 2015; Crews, 2020; de la Rey, 2005; Derks et al., 2016; Eagly et
al., 2003; Ellemers et al., 2012; Faniko et al., 2017; Finneran, 2016; Harvey, 2018;
Pianta, 2020; T. Thomas, 2020). Finneran (2016) pointed out that external barriers are
not always universally acknowledged among women and that they rarely look the same
between female workers, sometimes making it incredibly difficult to rectify. Although
women dominate the field of education in the role of teacher, external barriers prevent
them from advancing in the executive leadership structure.
Old Boys Clubs or Gatekeeping
Much like the patriarchal systems present in the corporate world, the institutions
of education are run by superintendents and school boards that often continue systems of
male dominance that put women at a disadvantage in furthering their careers (Finneran,
2016). In these systems, top male leaders serve as gatekeepers of the social and
professional hierarchy within their organizations, ultimately reducing a woman’s chances
of gaining a principal position (Bowles, 2012; Hume, 2015). One byproduct of male
gatekeeping is the continuance of the tradition of old boys clubs in which males operate
the leadership networking opportunities in an exclusive manner. Through this club,
older, often White, males guard the membership by excluding women and minorities.
Male leaders establish friendships and connections through these informal networks to
forge and leverage positional power to provide favors and information to other men
(Nelson, 2017). Relationships of this nature have traditionally been developed on golf
courses, in bars, or while discussing politics in a spa or sauna, many of which are not
possible for women to access to the same degree as their male counterparts. When

27

women are not present or invited to enjoy these networking activities, they do not have
the same opportunity to build the professional relationships required for advancement to
higher level educational leadership positions.
Although society has changed and women may be able to compete on a golf
course, men often neglect to extend invitations to these events because women
stereotypically do not enjoy them. Old boys clubs have long been referred to as
“impenetrable” by women and minorities because they exclude women from participating
in the professional networking opportunities that impact their career path and
advancement opportunities, putting these would-be leaders at an extreme disadvantage to
their White, male counterparts (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Ultimately, the
perpetuation of this patriarchal way of building social capital in the professional world
ignores the abilities of females seeking promotion opportunities and propagates continued
gender discrimination and inequity (Finneran, 2016).
Even when women are able to obtain sponsorship opportunities, they are not
mentored and sponsored in the same way as men. According to Chiefs for Change
(2019), “A lack of formal mentorship and management training in education puts men at
an advantage … making them more likely to ascend the ranks through the stronger
relationships they have developed with male leaders” (p. 8). Furthermore, Arriaga et al.
(2020) pointed out that those coaches or mentors assigned to sponsor women have less
clout in the organizational leadership structure than those assigned to work with men.
Not only are there fewer female mentors available to employees but also those who are
available can sometimes be only slightly ahead in their careers than those they seek to
mentor, thus providing less power in the organization to aide in career advancement
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(Castellucci, 2019). Women who are not in the club are “less likely to be considered for
a promotion, regardless of … her competence and performance—particularly at
midcareer, when competition for promotions increases” (Arriaga et al., 2020, p. 6) than
their male colleagues.
In addition to the mentoring that women do not receive because of their exclusion
from the old boys club, they also experience a lack of mentorship opportunities for other
reasons, which ultimately inhibits their prospects for career advancement. According to
Ansari (2016), women have a more difficult time establishing mentoring relationships
than men despite the importance of such relationships for achieving success in their
careers. Men have become increasingly uncomfortable with providing mentorship to
females in workplace situations with the rise in the #MeToo movement (McGregor,
2019). According to Arriaga et al. (2020), “60% of male managers feel uncomfortable
working alone with women, including mentorship, one-on-one meetings, and socializing”
(p. 4). Furthermore, 86% of male managers have admitted to avoiding mentoring
women, being mentored by women, going to after-work functions with a woman from
work, working alone with a woman, general socializing, or traveling alone with a woman
from work. Men report that they are worried that some action might be misconstrued or
that they might be accused of inappropriate actions (Arriaga et al., 2020). By men having
the privilege of removing themselves from these situations because of their discomfort,
“The consequences of their unwillingness to change behaviors are denunciations of
opportunities for women” (Arriaga et al., 2020, p. 5), which equals fewer prospects and
mentors than can lead to future promotions.
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Gender Bias
Gender bias is an external barrier that women face in the workplace as they try to
ascend into leadership positions (Arriaga et al., 2020; Brescoll, 2016; Crews, 2020;
Ellemers et al., 2012; Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; Hume, 2015; Pianta, 2020;
R. Thomas et al., 2020). Arriaga et al. (2020) described gender bias as “unintentional
mental association stemming from tradition, perceptions, norms, values, culture, and/or
experience” (p. 94). Women have traditionally been described as nurturing and
emotional whereas men are described as more assertive and aggressive (Brescoll &
Uhlmann, 2008; Hauser, 2018; Heilman, 2012; Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). In
fact, Arriaga et al. (2020) asserted that “the more assertive, authoritative, dominant
behaviors that people associate with leadership are frequently deemed less attractive in
women” (p. 6). Society expects that women are nurturing, kind, gentle, and generally
less assertive than their male counterparts, and these gender roles are imprinted onto the
American psyche (Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008). Gender stereotypes have been taught to
females from the time they were young girls and are reflected in the movies, television
shows, nursery rhymes, and toys of their youth. Arriaga et al. (2020) argued that “the
consequence of this hidden agenda for girls is that it can instill a sense of inferiority and
helplessness in the developing, impressionistic minds of our children” (p. 55). Because
women have grown up with these socially constructed roles, they have been socialized to
believe that they will be treated more positively if they behave according to social
expectations and that they will be punished if they are viewed as unfeminine (Budworth
& Mann, 2010).
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Gender Stereotypes
Negative gender stereotypes are a widely studied phenomenon and are a barrier
that women face in the workforce because they lead to gender bias and discriminatory
practices. According to a study by Mun͂oz, Pankake, Ramalho, Mills, and Simonson
(2014), surveyed women have experienced gender bias and stereotypes more than 50% of
the time. Barriers of gender bias and stereotypes can have a detrimental impact on
women’s career development, and women must overcome those preconceptions to
advance their careers (Badura, Grijalva, Newman, Yan, & Jeon, 2018). Over the past 30
years, women have continued to be stereotyped as being overly emotional and therefore
not equipped to handle the pressures of top leadership positions despite studies that have
suggested that a more cooperative style of leadership, which cultivates emotional
intelligence, is preferrable by employees (Brescoll, 2016; de la Rey, 2005; Heilman,
2012). When women are expected to be communal and collaborative, males are
stereotyped as angry or aggressive, which are traits traditionally linked with leadership
(Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008). However, when women become emotional or angry, they
tend to elicit negative reactions for violating the gender norm (Brescoll & Uhlmann,
2008). In fact, research has shown that when women exhibit the same behaviors as their
male colleagues, they are viewed as less appreciated and successful in the workplace and
ultimately less liked (Arriaga et al., 2020; Meister, Sinclair, & Jehn, 2017). As women
try to adapt to the gender stereotypes they face, they frequently confront a double bind, or
conflicting messages, from the social sphere; a woman cannot be too aggressive or she is
labeled difficult, but if she tries too hard to please others, she is perceived as weak
(Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
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Women are also stereotypically expected to maintain modesty in the workplace as
it pertains to self-promotion. This social expectation has made women downplay their
achievements and appear to be noncompetitive. Women worry that taking credit for their
accomplishments will make them look bad (Hauser, 2018). Additionally, women tend
not to exude confidence in their abilities and do not see themselves as ready for
promotion (Chiefs for Change, 2019). For example, studies have found that women will
not apply for a job unless they feel they are 100% qualified whereas men will apply if
they feel 60% qualified (Mohr, 2014). Because women have been brought up in a society
that demands their modesty, they downplay their achievements and capabilities and have
a skewed perception about their readiness for promotion. As a result, men promote
themselves, and women are passed up for promotions that they never applied for. Even
when women assimilate into social stereotypes, modesty can have a devastating effect on
a woman’s career, but men are often financially rewarded for the same behavior
(Budworth & Mann, 2010). When women try to self-promote, they “likely do so in a
way that is consistent with gender expectations” (Budworth & Mann, 2010, p. 180) so as
not to appear overly confident or bragging. Women are constantly held to double
standards for their behavior in the workplace as opposed to men in similar positions
(Hopkins, 2012).
The Queen Bee Effect
The Queen Bee Effect is another example of an external barrier that impacts
women in the workplace. According to Derks et al. (2016), the queen bee phenomenon
describes “women who pursue individual success in a male-dominated work setting by
adjusting to the masculine culture and by distancing themselves from other women”
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(p. 457). This phenomenon asserts that women in the workforce often act as barriers to
one another rather than providing mentoring or support (Harvey, 2018; Hideg & Shen,
2019). Researchers have found that women in management positions actively distance
themselves from junior women when they experience a social identity threat in the
workplace, the consequence of which equates to fewer mentoring and networking
opportunities for junior women seeking advancement in their careers (Derks et al., 2016).
Furthermore, these queen bees aim to ensure personal success to the detriment of other
women (Derks et al., 2016).
Central to the discussion of the Queen Bee Effect is that women who engage in
this type of behavior feel pressure from social roles to be less feminine in their
professional persona. The expectations that gender stereotypes have placed on these
women have caused “women in high places to feel compelled to downplay their gender
identity and to display the same leadership abilities as men do to be successful” (Ellemers
et al., 2012, p. 176). Women in settings where it is rare for female executives to exist
view themselves as different or special by highlighting traits that are primarily masculine
and are more inclined to adhere to stereotypical gender expectations of the abilities and
ambitions of junior women (Ellemers et al., 2012). The queen bee responses to fellow
female colleagues sometimes occur because women in high places have often had to
make sacrifices to advance and overcome gender stereotypes in the workforce (Faniko et
al., 2017).
The Queen Bee Effect not only includes passive-aggressive distancing from other
women but also includes more aggressively and actively blocking the success of female
employees. Bynum (2014) argued that there is a long history of sister-to-sister sabotage
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in American culture. Women report that other women serve as active barriers to the
careers of female colleagues and display a “pull up the ladder—I’m already up” (Arriaga
et al., 2020, p. 64) attitude as well as a general attitude of competition with each other
because of a small number of women who make it to the top. More to the point, studies
show that workplace bullies are women 58% of the time and that the chosen victims are
other females nearly 90% of the time (Crothers et al., 2009; Harvey, 2018). Additionally,
according to Harvey (2018), 33% of women reported having received a same-level or
lower ranked peer being “unhelpful, holding them back, or undermining them” (p. 1)
while at work. When some women face gender discrimination, stereotyping, and bias in
the workforce, the internalized response is negativity and intentional manipulation to get
ahead while damaging the reputations of others (Brock, 2008; Bynum, 2014; Crothers et
al., 2009; Faniko et al., 2017; Harvey, 2018). Although men act as barriers to the
advancement of women in the workplace to maintain the status quo, the motivation for
women “respond[ing] negatively to successful women [is] because of social comparison
processes” (Heilman, 2012, p. 129) to maintain and preserve their own perception of selfcompetence and to give the appearance of being aggressive to their male colleagues
(Harvey, 2018).
The Glass Ceiling
Feminist theory has pointed to many metaphors to describe the barriers that
prevent women from ascending to top-level leadership positions, one of the most
common being the glass ceiling. The Federal Glass Ceiling Commission (1995)
described this phenomenon as being the “invisible—but impenetrable—barrier between
women and the executive suite, preventing them from reaching the highest levels of the
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business world regardless of their accomplishments and merits” (p. iii). This invisible
barrier is consistently present worldwide and is defiant to legislative actions that aim to
make the workplace a more equitable place (Ansari, 2016). Many women do not realize
or acknowledge that the glass ceiling even exists. Indeed, gender discrimination can be
subtle and difficult to pinpoint, and many women feel that gender bias has not prohibited
them from being promoted (Ostos, 2012; Pianta, 2020). Furthermore, women experience
the glass ceiling in different ways—it is difficult to substantiate and as a result often goes
underreported (Pianta, 2020). When women bump up against this glass ceiling and
cannot advance further, there is a lack of representation at the highest levels of
educational leadership. Not only does a lack of female representation create an issue of
equity on a moral level, but it also means that all the voices that could be heard are not at
the table to represent students and families within a school district. By accepting the lack
of representation, female principals are “viewed as exceptional or extraordinary leaders”
(Arriaga et al., 2020, p. 5). In contrast, male principals are “seen as ordinary leaders who
were in the right place at the right time” and are “expected to be promoted because
they’ve proven themselves to fit the mold of success” (Arriaga et al., 2020, p. 5). Arriaga
et al. (2020) argued that “the lack of women in positional leadership roles is
predominately due to an inherent bias against women as leaders” (p. 4). These biases
have led to a myriad of self-sabotaging behaviors in women that contribute to the ails that
society has placed upon them and prevent them from achieving their career goals.
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Theoretical Considerations
Social Role Theory
Developed by Eagly and Wood (1999), social role theory suggests that gender
differences between men and women are developed based on how they adapt to the social
roles and stereotypes assigned to them. Although they admit that psychological and
biological differences exist between the sexes, Eagly and Wood argued that gender
differences are exacerbated or enhanced by the culture and pressures of society.
Furthermore, social role theory developed from the need to form divisions in labor,
particularly to keep women home to care for the family (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). The
social roles that have been created develop career narratives for women defined by male
leadership competencies that have been long established as desirable in leadership roles
and career trajectories (Bowles, 2012).
Men and women fulfill the roles that have been socially assigned to them and
reinforced through media and the larger society. Society has indoctrinated social roles
into the American psyche from childhood via nursery rhymes and fairy tales. Males are
always the heroes and protectors whereas the females need to be saved and play the role
of the caretaker for others (Arriaga et al., 2020). Children are lulled to sleep with
gendered role expectations that lead to the types of toys marketed to them and bought for
them. Boys are expected to build Legos and Lincoln Logs while girls take care of their
dolly. Arriaga et al. (2020) argued that “the consequence of this hidden agenda for girls
is that it can instill a sense of inferiority and helplessness in the developing,
impressionistic minds of our children—both boys and girls—before they even enter our
schools” (p. 55). In the workplace, women feel pressured to change their behavior to fit
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into the social roles that are expected of them by society or often face consequences for
not doing so (Kaufman & Grace, 2011).
According to social role theory, gender differences in the workplace continue to
exist because women continue to accept the stereotypical beliefs that men possess the
inherent skills necessary for leadership while women do not (Pianta, 2020). Unless social
roles can be challenged, social role theory suggests that the inequalities will continue and
stereotypes will persist. Building leadership capacity in females to overcome stereotypes
so that they may attain secondary principal positions is a key step in breaking down the
patriarchal social roles established over time. Arriaga et al. (2020) suggested that
awareness is the number one weapon that needs to be utilized in this fight:
Being aware of the lack of gender balance as indicated through research of
women as educational leaders, all educators must transfer this knowledge to our
girls in the classrooms as we prepare them to be competent and confident future
leaders, whether leading our schools or other organizations. (p. 57)
Women need to be taught that they have what it takes to be successful leaders at a young
age. Those women who are already out of childhood need to take deliberate steps to
overcome social stereotypes as well as internalized perceptions about their own
leadership capabilities.
Role Congruity Theory
Role congruity theory explores the similarity between gender roles and the
expectations of larger groups (Pianta, 2020). Role congruity theory recognizes positive
and negative consequences for a group when its members either do or do not exhibit
characteristics that align with that group’s expected social roles (Eagly & Diekman,
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2005). For example, Eagly and Karau (2002) found that women who achieve high
leadership roles are perceived less positively than male leaders. Studies also have shown
that women are evaluated less favorably based on social stereotypes of acceptable
leadership qualities (Brescoll, 2016). Society has long accepted masculine traits as the
norm in leadership styles. Therefore, when women break those roles, they face
challenges in the workplace (Kaufman & Grace, 2011). Because the preestablished
notions of what makes a good leader are skewed toward stereotypical male
characteristics, female leaders constantly have to overcome preconceptions to obtain
management positions (Badura et al., 2018; Hopkins, 2012). However, doing so becomes
complex because women also need to navigate their own ability to stay within their own
expected roles or face potential backlash from peers and colleagues. The complexity of
navigating these social roles and expectations while also exploring their own career
trajectory forces women to work harder and outperform their male colleagues and
advance to top level positions (Bowles, 2012). When women must straddle multiple
roles while never truly being themselves, they can start to engage in self-sabotaging
behaviors to cope.
Women’s Personal Power
The women’s personal power framework combines the work of Lerner (2012) and
Ryder and Briles (2003) and examines the ability of women to overcome the selfsabotaging behaviors they experience that impact their career advancement. Previous
research into women in the workplace has focused on external barriers, which can be
difficult for women to overcome because they are out of their control, as well as
prevention strategies (Arriaga et al., 2020; Ellemers et al., 2012; Faniko et al., 2017;
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Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; Hume, 2015; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015). Building upon
the research regarding the awareness of and battle against external barriers, other
researchers have explored the idea that women also impose internal challenges on
themselves that make it difficult to advance their careers (Crews, 2020; Frankel, 2014;
Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Pianta, 2020; Ryder & Briles,
2003; T. Thomas, 2020). These self-sabotaging behaviors can be counteracted when
women implement specific strategies to take back control of their careers. Increasing
personal power allows women to take control over their careers by decreasing the
negative impacts of self-sabotaging behaviors on their careers, eventually eliminating
them altogether.
The nine domains of women’s personal power framework include (a) recognizing
women’s unique destiny, which is living up to one’s potential; (b) constructive
preparation, which is owning one’s discomfort and fear; (c) owning all of oneself or
acknowledging and appreciating both one’s strengths and weaknesses; (d) honest selfexpression, which is courageously being true to one’s authentic self; (e) acting with
confidence, which involves honest self-expression; (f) cultivating self-intimacy, which is
knowing oneself deeply; (g) building a power web, which is assembling a group of one’s
friends, family, and others who are genuinely interested their growth; (h) inspiring other
women, which is giving back to the female community; and (i) embracing one’s
sexuality, which involves an understanding of the gender roles and stereotypes that are
present in the workplace (Crews, 2020; Lerner, 2012; Pianta, 2020; Ryder & Briles,
2003; T. Thomas, 2020).
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Theoretical Framework: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and
Nine Domains of Women’s Personal Power
These theoretical foundations served to provide context to the barriers that exist
for women in the workplace, specifically as they pertain to educational leadership
positions. Theoretical frameworks are used to provide a larger context and rationale for
the research questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). This study examined selfsabotaging behaviors to understand why women are underrepresented in secondary
principal positions by using the nine domains of personal power (Table 1). The
theoretical framework was adapted from In Her Power: Reclaiming Your Authentic Self
(Lerner, 2012) and The SeXX Factor: Breaking the Unwritten Codes that Sabotage
Personal and Professional Lives (Ryder & Briles, 2003).

Table 1
Nine Domains of Women’s Personal Power Theoretical Framework
Self-sabotaging behavior
category
1. Thinking too small
2. Fear and worry
3. Misunderstanding one’s self
4. Dishonesty
5. Holding back
6. Lack of self-reflection
7. Isolating
8. Disempowering other women
9. Infusing sex/gender role confusion in the
workplace

Corresponding domain of women’s
personal power
1. Recognizing women’s unique destiny
2. Constructive preparation
3. Owning all of one’s self
4. Honest self-expression
5. Acting with confidence
6. Cultivating self-intimacy
7. Building a power web
8. Inspiring other women
9. Embracing one’s sexuality

Previous studies have focused on the external barriers that exist in the workplace
that present obstacles in working women’s career paths, and emerging studies have

40

explored the internal barriers that women impose upon themselves. Self-sabotaging
behaviors can take many forms and can be both intentional and unintentional on the part
of women. These behaviors can be as small as engaging in negative internal dialogue and
internalizing criticism from others (Brown, 2018) to having a reluctance to accept praise
or to claim one’s achievements and instead sitting back and waiting for someone to notice
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Seemingly innocuous behaviors that women engage in
daily can have a mounting effect on their career trajectory, especially when they do not
realize that they are engaging in them. This lack of awareness leads many women to feel
stuck in their careers, blocked not only by the external barriers that they all know exist
but also by the internal barriers that have yet to be acknowledged (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018). Once women are aware of these self-imposed obstacles, they can
implement deliberate strategies to overcome them to advance their careers. The nine
domains of women’s personal power framework combines the internal damaging
behaviors of women and the empowering strategies to overcome their negative effects on
a woman’s career. Taking ownership over their career destinies can empower women to
take control over their careers in ways that have been stripped from them in the past. The
self-sabotaging behaviors each correspond with the aforementioned domain of women’s
personal power and include (a) thinking too small, (b) fear and worry,
(c) misunderstanding oneself, (d) dishonesty, (e) holding back, (f) not taking time to
reflect, (g) isolating, (h) disempowering other women, and (i) infusing sex/gender role
confusion in the workplace.
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Thinking Too Small
Women are conditioned by society from the time they are young children to
“unquestionably obey and conform to family and cultural expectations” (Lerner, 2012,
p. 4). Women internalize these social expectations, which allow their individuality and
self-esteem to become diminished over time (Arriaga et al., 2020; Lerner, 2012; Pianta,
2020; Ryder & Briles, 2003). The resulting self-doubt leads women not to believe that
they deserve the praise, promotions, compensation, or responsibility that they have
earned and inhibits them from speaking up to do anything about it (Marcus, 2019). A
lack of self-confidence is one of the leading barriers to career advancement (McGee,
2010). Thinking too small is underestimating one’s value, being unwilling to step out of
one’s comfort zone, and not being willing to take on new challenges (Frankel, 2014;
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Women think too small when they do not realize their own value, considering
themselves as less than those around them and doubting their capabilities. As a result of
the patriarchal sex roles that have been internalized throughout a woman’s life, women
do not feel that they deserve the academic or professional accomplishments that they
have earned. This phenomenon is known as the imposter syndrome and occurs when
women feel unworthy of praise, downplay their accolades, and do not engage in selfpromotion. These tendencies starkly contrast with their male counterparts who frequently
self-promote, take credit, and overestimate their abilities (Bahn, 2014; Budworth &
Mann, 2010; Edwards, 2019; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Hutchins et al., 2018; Kay &
Shipman, 2014). Rather than claim their success, women report that they are lucky or in
the right spot at the right time. Women struggle to admit that they achieve promotions
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and success as a result of their skills, intellect, and abilities (Kay & Shipman, 2014).
Women are also conditioned to not only allow the males in their organizations to be loud
and certain in their accomplishments but have also become accustomed to translating that
loudness into competency, ultimately assuming that because they are not loudly confident
that they must not be competent (Kay & Shipman, 2014).
Downplaying one’s abilities and stepping out of one’s comfort zone has a direct
correlation to career success. When a woman minimizes her accomplishments, she also
reduces the likelihood of advancement because she does not confidently go after
promotions that she does not feel completely qualified for. When women lack
confidence and downplay their abilities, they are less likely to apply for promotion
opportunities than men (Mohr, 2014). Studies have also found that women applying for
new jobs tend to be less assertive in proclaiming their qualifications and
accomplishments, causing them to appear timid and unsure of themselves to hiring
committees (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Mohr (2014) discussed the idea that women
tend to strictly follow the guidelines of application procedures, including qualifications,
because of a socialized habit of rule following that is expected and rewarded throughout
their upbringing. Furthermore, “A McKinsey report found that men are often hired or
promoted based on their potential, [and] women for their experience and track record”
(Mohr, 2014, p. 4), so women limit themselves by not capitalizing on and loudly voicing
their potential when it comes to career advancement. In education, men who show
leadership potential are groomed early for principal leadership positions, often after only
having the experience of coaching a sports team. Women, on the other hand, feel the
need to be deemed as worthy and wait to be tapped by the leadership within the
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organization after an average extra 3.7 years spent in the classroom in participatory
leadership roles like department leads and curriculum coaches (Arriaga et al., 2020;
Hume, 2015). Allowing this to occur not only sets up two career-gendered paths with
different speeds and difficulties but also keeps women thinking small.
When women are unwilling to take on new challenges by stepping out of their
comfort zones, they also are thinking too small. The women who represent the
principalship are far more prevalent at the elementary level. These positions have
traditionally been acceptable for women because they typically have a more flexible
schedule to accommodate for the dual roles women must play between professional and
parent. However, women become stuck in these roles. They refuse to risk career
advancement, citing family responsibilities as one of the top barriers despite knowing that
risk-taking is a key leadership skill (McGee, 2010; Snyder, 2013). Helgesen and
Goldsmith (2018) argued that women tend not to view money, position, and winning as
tokens of success but value loyalty and relationships. While these values make for good
leaders, they can lead women down a path of self-sacrifice and a feeling of “stuckness” in
their careers. Women are reticent to put themselves first and have learned from years of
social conditioning that taking care of themselves first is selfish and an unacceptable trait
for women to exhibit (Ruderman, 2006). As a result, women become complacent, value
loyalty over their advancement, and fear the risks associated with shedding their
stuckness and trying something new.
Relocating to obtain additional career opportunities is a strategic career step that
sometimes must be taken in educational leadership, but one that women often fail to take.
Only 5% of women report that they are willing to relocate to further their careers, most
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often citing marriage and children as the primary reasons for their reluctance (McGee,
2010). When women are reluctant to relocate, their career opportunities are severely
limited. The willingness of women to change jobs and locations is in tension with
familial responsibilities, often cited as a major barrier for the consideration of other
locations for job improvement. The expectations regarding women’s professional and
familial obligations are in constant competition and limit the professional possibilities for
women who are still expected to have the majority of the parenting responsibilities
(Ostos, 2012). Although this is an unfair pressure placed on women by society, women
must be able to find a way to overcome the obstacle without having to give something up,
as 66% of their male counterparts are willing to do, to obtain advancement in their
careers (Frankel, 2014; Hoff & Mitchell, 2008).
Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny
To overcome thinking too small, women can recognize their unique destinies by
tapping into all their skills and potential, being courageous, and being creative (Lerner,
2012). Even though women have faced external barriers and engaged in self-sabotaging
behaviors for potentially their entire lives, they can reclaim themselves at any time by
holding onto their individuality and not holding onto excuses from the past (Lerner,
2012). Only by grappling with discomfort—or rumbling with vulnerability—and having
the courage to be open to new opportunities can women find their own destiny that is
completely unique to them (Brown, 2018; Lerner, 2012). According to Brown (2018),
vulnerability and courage go hand in hand; a person cannot be courageous without being
willing to be vulnerable.
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To recognize people’s unique destiny, they must realize and live up to their
potential. The only way to realize one’s potential is through deep and true self-reflection.
In order to reclaim power, women need to “recognize, appreciate, and accept” (Pianta,
2020, p. 44) all parts of themselves, even if it causes discomfort. Brown (2018)
discussed the idea that self-awareness matters because it is central to who people are and
how they respond to situations. Crews (2020) discussed the fact that the only path
forward for women leaders is through awareness. Lerner (2012) advocated that women
should practice self-inquiry to reduce the false claims that they place upon themselves.
According to Pianta (2020), self-inquiry includes self-awareness, engaging with others,
flexing creativity, being courageous, and trying new things. Women also need to become
in tune with their inner dialogue and actively step out against known habits.
Furthermore, women need to learn to trust their intuition by quieting the internal and
external voices they have grown accustomed to listening to rather than their own (Lerner,
2012). Women need to engage in self-reflection to determine their value proposition,
which leads to self-promotion, credibility, and authority within an organization (Marcus,
2019). Ultimately, women need to counteract thinking too small by participating more in
self-compassion and worrying less about conforming to societal ideals of perfection
(Brown, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Briles (2006) suggested to set time limits
on projects, produce clear goals, measure worries, show grace in one’s mistakes, and
nurture support systems to break free from the perfection trap.
Fear and Worry
Women can self-sabotage their careers when they engage in fear and constant
worry (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Lerner (2012) found that fear is the reaction
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to not knowing how to grapple with discomfort, which leads to a sense of loss of control
and powerlessness. Because women have been so conditioned by society to seek
approval from others, they can become paralyzed by fear, creating a constant state of
vulnerability that is grounded in the shame of past experiences (Lerner, 2012). Ryder and
Briles (2003) found that many women do not seek top management positions because
they fear the many internal and external barriers they may face in taking that step forward
and failing. Confidence and self-esteem coexist with one another in which “self-esteem
is the regard, appreciation and caring that you have for yourself [and] confidence is the
POWER to replenish and maintain that respect, appreciation, and regard that you have for
yourself” (Ryder & Briles, 2003, p. 98). Both Lerner (2012) and Ryder and Briles (2003)
urged women to work through their discomfort and fear by staying present,
acknowledging their fears, and understanding them better.
Fear and worry, reactions to being vulnerable in uncomfortable situations, are
common symptoms of shame. Brown (2018) referred to these reactions as armor that
women use to protect themselves when they are not willing to “rumble with
vulnerability” (p. 12). When women require this armor of reactions to survive, they
struggle to fully engage in the cultures of organization, even schools, which takes away
from their ability to fully contribute (Brown, 2018). According to Brown, “Shame has
the power to make us feel we’re not worthy of connection, belonging, or even love [and]
is unmatched in the realm of emotion” (p. 120). In the workplace, women can feel
misidentified by the perceived expectations of those around them, which triggers shame
responses because they are not living up to the expectations of others. These perceptions
are women’s internalized shame responses from societal pressures, which may or may
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not represent the actual perception of those around them. Nevertheless, when “they
believe that others ascribe incorrect or unwanted identities [of them] neglecting identities
that might be highly salient to [them] their response is to feel shame, fear, and worry that
they are overly scrutinized” (Meister et al., 2017, p. 673). This fear and worry can lead
women to overcompensate in their confidence levels or sit quietly and never speak up for
themselves; either end of the spectrum can have a devastating impact on a woman’s
career.
Constructive Preparation
To combat fear and worry, women must practice constructive preparation by
accepting fear and welcoming uncomfortable situations (Lerner, 2012). According to
Lerner (2012), women tend to respond to discomfort and change through habits that are
rooted in past experiences. Rather than cling to habits that aim to self-preserve, women
need to move beyond their past and make fear an ally (Lerner, 2012). One strategy to
accomplish this is to practice shame resiliency. Brown (2018) asserted that “shame
resilience is the ability to practice authenticity when we experience shame, to move
through the experience without sacrificing our values, and to come out the other side …
with more courage and connection” (p. 136). Women must acknowledge and accept their
fears and learn to forgive themselves, turning their shame into empathy (Brown, 2018;
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
Misunderstanding One’s Self
Women also engage in the self-sabotaging behavior of misunderstanding
themselves. Misunderstanding oneself involves a lack of full appreciation of the self—
both the good and bad elements of the self. Rather than taking responsibility for the parts
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of themselves that need developing, women deny any hindrances exist. Women
commonly do not accept parts of themselves that hold them back, which develops as a
coping mechanism to protect themselves from harmful influences of the past (Lerner,
2012). The inability of women to accept themselves can take the form of having
difficulty accepting praise or taking credit, expecting others to notice their
accomplishments, and a tendency to focus on criticism (Brown, 2018; Budworth &
Mann, 2010; Frankel, 2014; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles,
2003).
Women have a difficult time accepting praise from others and taking credit for
their accomplishments. Women have been raised in a patriarchal system where modesty
is rewarded in females, and women are historically expected to stroke the ego of others.
Many researchers have found that women downplay their accomplishments for fear that
they will be viewed as boastful, competitive, or aggressive in the workplace (Burton &
Weiner, 2016; Crews, 2020; Frankel, 2014; Lerner, 2012; Marcus, 2019; Pianta, 2020;
Ryder & Briles, 2003; R. Thomas et al., 2020). Furthermore, men consistently selfpromote and up-sale their accomplishments to convey an image of success to those
around them (Burton & Weiner, 2016). Additionally, women tend to refer to their
accomplishments through the lens of a team, using words like we instead of I to spread
the credit, which does nothing to advance a woman’s career (Helgesen & Goldsmith,
2018). Budworth and Mann (2010) found that men tend to be rewarded for modesty, but
women are economically held back.
Women are also reluctant to claim their accomplishments because they feel that
their achievements should be noticed without having to self-promote. Although women
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are frequently referred to as meticulous and conscientious in their work, they worry about
touting their accomplishments for fear that their boasting will cause people to dislike
them, and they feel that the work should speak for itself (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
Falling into this trap creates a sense of moral superiority and only gives one an “excuse
for buying into what is ultimately a rationale for staying in [one’s] comfort zone”
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018, p. 65) rather than having to grapple with the underlying
reasons why it is so difficult for women to claim their victories. Engaging in this type of
behavior leads women to feel stuck, unsatisfied, and underappreciated in their
workplaces. Women who do not engage in self-promotion, whether out of selfrighteousness or modesty, are often overlooked for advancement opportunities (Frankel,
2014).
When a woman does not fully understand herself, she can dwell in criticism.
Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) discussed both men and women’s tendency to ruminate,
or cling to the past. They also found that women are more likely to internalize regret,
blame themselves, and overanalyze their own mistakes (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
Women ruminate over criticism and mistakes, turning potentially small matters into selfdeprecating, negative self-talk and imagery that can damage a woman’s self-esteem and
confidence. This behavior is counterproductive to fully understanding one’s authentic
self and prevents a person from learning from the mistake, allowing self-flagellation to
supersede self-realization (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Receiving feedback is an
important part of growth, and women need to take care to self-reflect, analyze the quality
and intention of the feedback, and own both the positive parts of themselves and the areas
that require growth (Brown, 2018).
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Owning All of Oneself
To overcome self-sabotaging behavior of misunderstanding oneself, a woman
needs to understand and celebrate her strengths and areas for growth. Women can also
actively seek feedback and turn feedback into action (Budworth & Mann, 2010; Lerner,
2012; Olson, 2019). Women can be authentic when they seek feedback from others in a
manner that welcomes developing areas of weakness rather than ruminating on
nonproductive criticism (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Frankel (2014) suggested that
women find a mentor not only to solicit feedback from but also to advocate for them.
Although they have been socially conditioned to shy away from self-promotion, female
leaders must also take credit for their achievements and celebrate their successes despite
the discomfort of doing so (Arriaga et al., 2020; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Marcus,
2011). When women can view self-promotion as a leadership skill rather than an act of
self-service, they can be empowered to create influence and sell their ideas to their
organizations (Marcus, 2019). Rather than taking a back seat and waiting for recognition,
women need to make themselves noticed by marketing themselves, seeking additional
training in areas of weakness, asking to be considered for positions or projects,
showcasing achievements, and making it clear when there is a position or career move
that interests them (Frankel, 2014).
Dishonesty
Dishonesty is another self-sabotaging behavior that can also prevent women from
advancing in their careers. Women are dishonest with themselves when they do not
authentically represent themselves to those around them. Some examples of dishonesty
in this context could be saying “yes” when they mean “no,” agreeing to take on a project
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they do not want to do, remaining silent when speaking up would be beneficial, acting
nice to avoid confrontation, or taking sides when they really want to stay neutral (Hauser,
2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012). Women engage in these dishonest
practices because they are trying to anticipate the wants and needs of their audience but
in doing so only focus on the needs of others and ignore their own feelings. When
women are inauthentic with themselves, their ability to build meaningful relationships is
destroyed (Lerner, 2012). Women are also inauthentic with themselves through what
Lerner (2012) referred to as inauthentic giving, which includes giving to get, giving on
empty, or giving without boundaries. Working too hard, doing the work of others, and
working without a break may seem like meaningful contributions to the team, but they
borrow from an empty tank (Frankel, 2014). Inauthentic giving can lead women to feel
resentful, bitter, and unfulfilled by their work.
Women frequently participate in what Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) referred to
as “the disease to please” (p. 136). The disease, as they call it, is the chronic desire of
women to be wonderful in all circumstances, something that women have been socially
trained to do since they were little girls. At a young age, girls have been taught that being
a nice, pleasant, rule follower will win points in the patriarchy, and research has shown
that women are viewed more favorably in the workplace when they serve others rather
than act for themselves (Arriaga et al., 2020; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). By being
overly helpful to others, women leave themselves vulnerable to manipulation by others to
take advantage of their desire to keep other people happy. Ultimately, this element of
dishonesty allows women to become distracted from their purpose, waste their time, and
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contribute to their feelings of dissatisfaction with their work (Helgesen & Goldsmith,
2018).
Women are also dishonest with themselves when they are unhappy with their
working conditions. Women are highly sensitive to their surroundings and can notice
several things at the same time. Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) discussed the idea that a
woman’s noticing style is like a radar, “picking up a broad range of clues and paying
attention to context” (p. 177). As a result of their radar, women are sensitive to their
work environment, give themselves a difficult time, and are hyper-aware of the reactions
of others, all of which fan the flames of doubt and low self-esteem. All these factors can
lead to unhappy women in their workplaces (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). When they
are not satisfied with their jobs, women do not speak up because they do not want to
upset those around them (Lerner, 2012). Women choose not to leave their places of
employment, even if they are unhappy or feel stuck, because they feel fiercely loyal to
their coworkers and organization, or they worry about the impact that their job change
may have on their family (Frankel, 2014; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Hoff & Mitchell,
2008; McGee, 2010; Ostos, 2012).
Honest Self-Expression
Women can overcome their self-sabotaging dishonesty by engaging in honest
self-expression by setting clear boundaries and being authentic regarding their
vulnerability and what they can give to others (Brown, 2018; Lerner, 2012). Women do
not express themselves truthfully because they try to maintain control in complex or
difficult situations. Through a myriad of justifications, women talk themselves out of
speaking the truth to avoid conflict or other consequences of maintaining authenticity
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(Lerner, 2012). A woman lacking in honest self-expression may not offer a full opinion
when asked or may display false modesty. The dishonesty stems from an attempt by
women to protect themselves and avoid vulnerability (Lerner, 2012). Women must have
enough self-awareness to avoid falling into the trap of dishonesty and develop as leaders
(Crews, 2020; Ruderman, 2006). Once they are aware, they can experience the empathy
and compassion necessary to feel, fail, and grow (Brown, 2018).
Setting clear boundaries is another strategy that can be used to encourage honest
self-expression. Lerner (2012) defined boundary setting as authentic versus inauthentic
giving. Authentic giving allows women to give honestly because they want to and
enables them to set clear boundaries for what they need at that moment. Authentic giving
focuses on the needs and feelings of the giver without projecting the receiver’s needs
onto the giver. If women give authentically, they become more fulfilled and experience
deeper relationships with those around them, leading to increased confidence and selfesteem (Lerner, 2012).
In addition to practicing self-awareness, women must also practice vulnerability
and clarity to overcome dishonesty. Vulnerability is the emotion experienced “during
times of uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure” (Brown, 2018, p. 19) and having the
courage to take risks when one cannot control the outcome. Though many women view
vulnerability as a weakness, it actually allows them to be more approachable and
collaborative as leaders (Brown, 2018; Cuadrado et al., 2012; de la Rey, 2005). By being
clear with colleagues about their expectations and needs, women are able to express
clarity and honesty (Brown, 2018; Frankel, 2014).
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Holding Back
When women hold back, they create workplace barriers by avoiding criticism and
refusing to reach out for help for fear of what others might think (Helgesen & Goldsmith,
2018; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015; Lerner, 2012; Pianta, 2020). In fact, women who hold
back try to remain unseen—not speaking up in group settings, not sharing ideas or
answers, not speaking up with assertiveness, and using apologetic language in regular
speak (Lerner, 2012). Women may also avoid asking questions in group settings because
they are worried about wasting the group’s time (Frankel, 2014). These behaviors drain a
woman’s energy and spiral her self-confidence.
Women’s notorious lack of confidence can negatively impact career aspirations
(Budworth & Mann, 2010; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; McGee, 2010; Pianta, 2020).
Arriaga et al. (2020) noted that women have been conditioned from a young age to be
quiet, kind, and docile. Additionally, women have internalized societal messages that
men are better equipped to lead than women are (Pianta, 2020). This consistent external
messaging transforms into negative self-talk that tugs at a woman’s confidence until she
doubts herself and her capabilities. Subsequently, women build an armor around
themselves to protect their vulnerabilities from others and hold back who they truly are
without fully engaging with others (Brown, 2018). Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018)
found that “high achieving women often have to fight to maintain confidence. They have
to goad themselves into declaring what they’re good at” (p. 39). These women frequently
can look like they are confident to outsiders (the armor; Brown, 2018), but it is more
typically a symptom of their faking it for the outside world they are hiding from
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Women’s lack of confidence also manifests through
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weak language, undermining their ability to establish the authority they seek (Marcus,
2011). When women apologize for seemingly small errors, they chip away at their selfesteem and the confidence others have in them (Frankel, 2014). By using words like just,
or I feel, or apologizing when it is not necessary, a woman reduces her credibility, holds
back her assertiveness from others, and accepts fault that is not truly hers (Frankel, 2014;
Marcus, 2011).
Acting With Confidence
Through body language, verbal inflections, and actions, women can actively
overcome their tendency to hold back and instead act with confidence (Lerner, 2012).
One way to act with confidence is by speaking with authority. Although women are
often interrupted by men and have grown accustomed to apologizing prior to even saying
anything, they need to become aware of how often they apologize, apologize only when it
is for something substantial, and focus more on solving problems rather than saying they
are sorry for them (Advisory Board, 2017; Frankel, 2014). If women are interrupted,
experts suggest that they “push back if they are interrupted for any other reason than
clarity” (Advisory Board, 2017, p. 2). Additionally, women consistently use weak words
in the workplace to soften their assertions or ideas, an act that dilutes ideas and reduces a
woman’s power. Marcus (2011) suggested using simple replacement phrases for passive
phrases like I just, I think, or I believe and instead advises women to use I’m confident or
I expect. When taking credit for accomplishments, women can accept praise while
maintaining modesty. Additionally, women need to take credit for their accomplishments
and celebrate their strengths with others. Simply thanking someone for their compliment,
objectively describing achievements without using qualifiers, and matching

56

communication styles to the situations are all strategies that can increase authority and
influence while building confidence for women (Frankel, 2014).
When it comes time to make moves within their careers, women need to exude
confidence. Rather than passively wait until they are 100% ready for a position, women
need to have faith in themselves and their abilities (Mohr, 2014). Women can increase
their confidence in this area by becoming more familiar with hiring practices, particularly
the tendency of organizations to hire the best fit versus the person who checks every
single box (Mohr, 2014). Ultimately, women can empower themselves and gain
confidence by not having a constant fear of failure. Although a concern for potential
failure can be healthy, and more likely in women than in men, Mohr (2014) asserted that
women remember their failure longer than men. Instead of letting the fear of the failure
control them, women can take measured and calculated risks in their career moves that
increase their chances to land coveted principal roles while not being overly risky in their
endeavors.
Not Taking the Time to Reflect
Self-sabotage occurs among women when they do not take the time to reflect and
deny themselves the opportunity to engage in self-discovery and growth (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Women who do not allow
themselves the space of inward discovery tend to keep themselves too busy, ignore the
parts of themselves that require development, and deny themselves emotional outlets
(i.e., not allowing themselves to cry or mourn losses; Lerner, 2012). These behaviors
make women feel unappreciated and unseen by those around them because they do not
allow themselves the time and space to enjoy life. As a result, women continually find
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themselves in the double bind of the conflict between maintaining their professional and
domestic lives and find themselves working harder than is necessary to prove to
themselves, and to others, that they are able to do it all (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018;
Ryder & Briles, 2003). Instead, being overworked can give the impression that women
cannot keep up with the pressures of the job and that they cannot strike a balance between
their home and their work lives (Crews, 2020; Frankel, 2014). Ultimately, women cannot
keep up with the façade that they can work twice as hard as men in the same amount of
time and for the same amount of money because it is harmful to their personal,
professional, and mental health (Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Lerner (2012) argued that if people do not know themselves, they cannot engage
in relationships with others. When a woman does not know and accept her true self, she
does not allow herself to be vulnerable with others, including her family. Women who
try to advance in educational leadership do so with the understanding that there is some
sacrifice that must be endured. However, many women keep themselves out of the game
because they fear not handling the pressures of home and work.
The American School Superintendency estimates that administrators work an
average of 50 hours per week despite their gender (Kruse & Krumm, 2016). As a result,
women wait until later in their careers to enter into the principalship after their family
responsibilities have slowed down and their children have grown (Kruse & Krumm,
2016). Traditionally, elementary principal positions have been more appealing to
mothers because of the sometimes grueling schedules of secondary principals. Fewer
students, events, and meetings decrease the demands on women principals who have to
battle with motherhood simultaneously (Hume, 2015). With younger women reporting
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that the job is unappealing to them because of the difficulty in balancing work and home
life, women can be left behind. At the same time, their male counterparts progress into
principalships with an average of 5 to 10 years of experience, putting women at a
disadvantage (Kruse & Krumm, 2016).
Cultivating Self-Intimacy
As a strategy to overcome a lack of self-reflection, Lerner (2012) suggested that
women must cultivate self-intimacy by not judging themselves, letting go of the past, and
focusing on living in the moment. To do so, women must not harshly judge their own
thoughts, feelings, and actions without proper cause (Pianta, 2020). Women can build
self-intimacy by taking time to center themselves, or to “deliberately schedule downtime
with themselves” (Lerner, 2012, p. 95) to avoid the noise that comes with being too busy.
Self-reflection allows women to deeply dive into themselves and accept all parts of who
they are, particularly in those areas that need development. Doing so requires a level of
vulnerability of women to acknowledge their emotions, accept them, and then use them
to transform themselves (Brown, 2018; Lerner, 2012).
To be their authentic selves, women need to avoid the need to be perfect and to do
it all. Ryder and Briles (2003) pointed out that “women are burning the candle at both
ends [and] they cannot continue to work twice as hard as men in today’s workplace”
(p. 105). Striking a work-life balance can be difficult for female leaders who are
developing their professional identities in the workplace, but it is essential for women’s
physical and mental health to do so (Pianta, 2020; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Finding a
work-life balance can lead to a healthier and more productive life and career for women,
one with increased fulfillment at work and decreased anxiety in the workplace and on the
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home front. Balance can be achieved through strategies such as reflection, physical
exercise, not falling behind in correspondence, delegating when appropriate, deliberately
scheduling family and fun time, eating well, keeping commitments, and finding ways to
be fully present (Pianta, 2020).
Isolating
When women withdraw from relationships and detach themselves from others,
they engage in the self-sabotaging behavior of isolation. Research has shown that
females are skilled in developing strong relationships with clients, peers, and employees
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Additionally, women benefit from amassing support
from a gathering of people committed to their growth and success, and the inability to
reach out to get the support needed can be detrimental to their careers (Lerner, 2012).
Women must realize that workplaces, especially leadership positions, are complex
networks of people who need to be nurtured and built up (Frankel, 2014). Women worry
about reaching out for help at work for fear of looking weak; however, by taking the time
to develop meaningful relationships, Lerner (2012) believed that women build a web of
like-minded people who stand ready to empower and build up the women in their
network. Women not only must be skilled at building relationships but also must be able
to leverage these relationships to a particular advantage (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
This is a strategy used by men for decades, and women need to learn to harness the
power.
Women sometimes isolate in the workplace because they feel intimidated in their
work environments. Lerner (2012) found that women view themselves as secondary and
less intelligent or important than those they should be asking for help. Frankel (2014)

60

discussed the idea that women frequently underestimate their level of knowledge and fail
to trust themselves, deferring to others who think they know better. When they do need
help, women feel guilty that they are wasting their mentor’s time and therefore do not
fully engage in the mentoring process. Some women may not even know what type of
support they need, and their lack of confidence causes them to be paralyzed with
indecision, not pursue support, and not receive any help at all (Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Lacking confidence to engage in these relationships, and isolating themselves from them,
puts a woman at a severe disadvantage because she misses out on key networking and
mentoring opportunities that are already so scarce for females.
Building a Power Web
To combat isolation, women must build their networking web with people who
are more skilled than they are and accept support from those around them (Lerner, 2012).
Lerner (2012) defined a power web as “a gathering of people—friends, family, and
aquaintances—who are committed to [one’s] growth and achievement” (p. 129).
Sometimes, women may not seek help because they do not know what they need from
others. Therefore, women need to reachout and get the support they need from the
people they have built relationships within their lives, both personally and professionally
(Lerner, 2012).
Different people can play different roles within a woman’s power web, such as
listeners, connectors, or motivators. Listeners offer advice, keep confidences, provide
feedback, and furnish a place to vent. Connectors help to network with others.
Motivators can cause a person to take a new direction or approach to life (Lerner, 2012).
To effectively access a power web, women must be aware of the roles of others within
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their lives. Taking the time to reflect upon these important people is a crucial first step in
mobilizing the important influencers in one’s professonal career (Lerner, 2012).
In addition to realizing who is within their power web, women must also grow
their web of influencial supporters by engaging in networking opportunties and using
their networks in times of need (Lerner, 2012). Frankel (2014) suggested taking a
moment to reflect upon the names of people who impact one’s work and career,
developing a plan to build and maintain relationships, considering what one can offer
those in their web (rather than only what one can benefit), and maintaining up-to-date
databases of the names and contact information of those within the power web. Marcus
(2011) argued that rather than limit their web to those they know and like, women must
strategically find the right people who can help further specific goals.
Because of a lack of confidence, women sometimes feel that they do not deserve
the time of those within their web. To counteract this worry, Frankel (2014)
recommended that women engage in encouraging self-talk that building relationships is
not a waste of time, that it is a worthy cause, and that women are worthy of receiving
help from others. Women must become skilled not only at building relationships but also
at leveraging them. Rather than believing that using relationships to help oneself is a
selfish act, which is the result of decades of social conditioning, women need to realize
that leveraging relationships is a reciprocal act that has many benefits essential to
professional success (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Marcus, 2019).
Disempowering Other Women
When women disempower other women in the professional world, they are
engaging in self-sabotaging behaviors. Women have the opportunity to either lift each
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other up or tear each other down in the workplace. Gender sabotage occurs because
women have been socially conditioned to view other women as threats, especially when a
woman feels jealousy, inadequacy, competition, or the expectation that junior women
should have to endure the same trials as the older generation (Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Studies have revealed that women are just as aggressive in the workplace as men;
however, women “demonstrate their need for superiority, control, and power differently
through a set of behaviors known as relational aggression” (Crothers et al., 2009).
Relational aggression tends to be more covert and manipulative and contributes to an
overall negative work environment (Crothers et al., 2009). Additionally, by engaging in
these negative female-to-female interactions, women perpetuate workplace stereotypes
and barriers that they have battled against for decades. Doing so obstructs the progress
made and prevents future women from gaining success in their careers (Faniko et al.,
2017). Ultimately, a woman disempowers another woman if she lacks confidence in
herself and her abilities (Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Because women often feel overloaded and overworked in today’s workplace, they
commonly think that taking on a woman to mentor is just another thing and will be too
much to handle on top of their demanding job and family life (Lerner, 2012; Ryder &
Briles, 2003). Additionally, women worry that they do not have what it takes, are not
competent enough, or have not attained enough to serve as a role model for other women
(Lerner, 2012). Lerner (2012) argued that women empower themselves by empowering
others, gain deeper insights into their own strengths and weaknesses, and remind
themselves that they are not alone.
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Inspiring Other Women
To avoid disempowering other women, women must seek inspiration by offering
mentorship opportunities when possible. Actively raising up other women can increase
one’s sense of power and confidence. Even if women do not feel fully empowered, they
can inspire those around them. By shifting their perspective, women realize that
mentoring relationships are energizing and fulfilling (Lerner, 2012). Lerner (2012)
suggested taking this process one step at a time, identifying someone with a clear
connection, and taking small steps toward a common goal. All women have the ability to
mentor and sponsor others in their lives and careers.
Studies have shown that women in educational leadership positions have a desire
to further the cause of strengthening women in other educational leadership roles because
many women view relationships more as webs than as hierarchies (Hume, 2015).
Researchers have espoused the benefits of effective mentorship and sponsorhip as having
an important impact on a woman’s administrative career even if it is informal in nature
(Hume, 2015). Furthermore, sponsorship is linked with increased promotion
opportunities (Arriaga et al., 2020). However, Hume (2015) found current mentoring
programs fall short in providing women the mentoring support necessary to positively
impact their professional leadership goals and tend to encourage the status quo. Women
need to be there for each other, step up and ask for support, and offer support to other
women around them. Finding an appropriate sponsor and being a sponsor for others is
one way to support other women in the workplace (Ryder & Thompson, 2020).
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Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace
Sex or gender role confusion in the workplace is another area in which women
can engage in self-sabotage. Such role confusion can manifest in two different ways.
First, women can become overly flirtatious or touchy, act girly, or dress overly sexy at
work. Second, women may take the opposite approach by acting overly masculine or
aggressive.
When women engage in overly feminine behaviors, men resent it and view
women colleagues as sexually manipulative (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Furthermore, men
feel uncomfortable and see the behavior as potentially damaging to themselves given the
rise in #MeToo and sexual harassment claims (Arriaga et al., 2020). Such discomfort can
lead to fewer opportunities for women aspiring to leadership positions as males are less
likely to build networks and mentoring relationships with women who engage in this type
of behavior (Gebhardt, 2019). Women who are overly aggressive or assume a masculine
approach are viewed as inauthentic and unlikeable (Arriaga et al., 2020; Derks et al.,
2016; Hauser, 2018).
Meister et al. (2017) argued that leadership is considered to be a masculine skill.
Therefore, when women conform to the behavioral requirements of being a leader, they
violate the social norms of the system. As a result, women are constantly in a tug-of-war
between their femininity and ambition, trying not to offend the social expectations of
those around them while staying balanced and true to their authentic selves (Lerner,
2012). A school principal is “instrumental in providing a vision and mission in proving
schools” (Murakami & Törnsen, 2017, p. 807) through the management of programs and
the well-being of people. The role of secondary school principal requires a leader who
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not only is proficient at technical tasks and task management skills but also is “affected
by the interpersonal, political, and physical context” (Murakami & Törnsen, 2017,
p. 809) of the job. Women fit into the mold expected of them when they are teachers;
however, when they enter into leadership, women find themselves navigating conflicting
identities in the workplace. Some women try to over compensate and adopt an overly
aggressive leadership style and are viewed less favorably than males while doing so
(Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Embracing One’s Sexuality
Women can embrace their sexuality to overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of
infusing sex/gender role confusion into the workplace (Brescoll, 2016; Frankel, 2014;
Lerner, 2012; Montgomery, 2019; Pianta, 2020; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Women must be
aware of the often conflicting gender roles and stereotypes within their organizations to
identify the signs of gender dissonance. Gender dissonance is “the subconscious
discomfort, uneasiness or anger that men may feel when they work or interact with
women” (Ryder & Briles, 2003, p. 29) and is often cited as a barrier as women aspire to
top leadership positions (Crews, 2020; Montgomery, 2019; Pianta, 2020; T. Thomas,
2020). When women can identify the signs of gender dissonance, they are able to
monitor and adjust their own behaviors and reactions that trigger the responses in their
male counterparts (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Awareness of gender dissonance is not about
making men feel better or acting like a man to get into leadership. Instead, it is about
women embracing their sexuality to get ahead in the workplace. Frankel (2014) advised
that women avoid flirting in the workplace, be upfront and honest if an appropriate
relationship develops, and not use their sexuality as a weapon. Women should have
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conversations with coworkers that do not come across as flirtatious, which leads men to
feel manipulated (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Additionally, many researchers have suggested
that women dress professionally and be confident in their intelligence and
accomplishments (Frankel, 2014; Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Gaps in Research
This review of literature examined both external and internal barriers that hinder a
woman’s career advancement. There is an abundance of research indicating that women
face barriers in male-dominated career paths (Ansari, 2016; Faniko et al., 2017; Hopkins,
2012; Hume, 2015). Chapter II reviewed research related to the external barriers that
prevent equity in educational administration positions, particularly the secondary
principalship. These works included Arriaga et al. (2020), Burton and Weiner (2016),
Finneran (2016), Hume (2015), and others. In addition to the research regarding the
external barriers women face, there is mounting evidence related to the self-sabotaging
behaviors that women impose upon themselves that impact their career trajectories in the
workplace (Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008; Brown, 2018; Crews, 2020; Frankel, 2014;
Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Marcus, 2011; Pianta, 2020;
Ryder & Briles, 2003; T. Thomas, 2020).
Despite the depth of research in the internal and external barriers of women in the
workplace, little research has focused on the self-sabotaging behaviors of female
secondary principals, and it does not explain why females are so underrepresented in
secondary principal positions. Crews (2020) pointed out that awareness of internal and
external barriers is crucial to a woman’s eventual success.
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Because of the challenges that women face in educational leadership positions, it
is essential to investigate the self-sabotaging behaviors female secondary principals
experience, the impact of the behaviors on their career path, and the strategies successful
female secondary principals use to overcome them.
Synthesis Matrix
A synthesis matrix outlines the academic and professional literature used in this
study and shows how the research was categorized according to the barriers women face
on their pathway to the superintendency (Appendix A).
Summary
The number of women entering secondary principal positions has increased over
time but does not proportionally represent the number of women who make up the
teaching workforce. Because women make up only 30% of the secondary principal
ranks, it is essential to identify barriers and develop solutions to address the shortage of
female representation in key school leadership positions and have their voices heard
when making the visionary decisions driving schools (Finneran, 2016; NCES, 2017b).
Women are characterized as democratic and relational leaders who lend themselves to
leading in a transformational capacity (Cuadrado et al., 2012). Although external and
internal barriers have historically kept women out of top positions, women can combat
their self-sabotage through deliberate strategies to regain their power and reclaim their
professional destinies.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Lerner (2012) outlined that women must reflectively recognize and
overcome barriers to reclaim their power and defined nine self-sabotaging behaviors that
women commonly engage in that hold them back. Ryder and Briles (2003) developed a
framework that adapted Lerner’s (2012) central argument by grouping them into nine
domains. Chapter III describes the methodology used in the study to identify the selfsabotaging behaviors of female secondary school principals and the strategies used to
overcome them in the workplace.
The chapter begins with the purpose statement and research questions. Next, the
research design is outlined to show how the research questions were answered. The
description of the design includes a discussion of the population, sampling frame, and the
determination of the sample. There are a description of instrumentation, the method of
data collection, and the way data are organized followed by an analysis of the data. The
limitations of the study, which include procedures used to protect the study participants,
are then outlined. The chapter concludes with a summary of the methodology.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods study was to identify and describe
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female secondary principals and to explore the
impact these behaviors have on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female secondary principals to overcome
self-sabotaging behaviors.
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Research Questions
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female secondary principals experienced
throughout their leadership careers?
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
secondary principals?
3. What strategies did female secondary principals use throughout their leadership
careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
Research Design
This study used a mixed methods approach to methodology because “using solely
a quantitative or qualitative method would be insufficient to provide complete answers
that meet the goal or purpose of the study” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 395). The
initial quantitative data describe self-sabotaging behaviors as expressed by female leaders
as well as the impact that those behaviors held in the career development of female
principals. The qualitative portion of the research offers “rich descriptions that cannot be
achieved by reducing pages of narration to numbers” and will lead to a “better
understanding of behavior” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 322).
This study was designed to uncover the perspectives of the female secondary
principals on their lived experiences with self-sabotaging behaviors and how they have
impacted the development of their careers. To obtain depth of understanding, the study’s
aim was to “understand participants from their own point of view, in their voice”
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 323) to build meaning. Furthermore, this study used
the phenomenological approach to explore the meaning and essence of the lived
experiences of female secondary principals who have identified self-sabotaging behaviors
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and strategies to overcome them (Patton, 2015). The selection of methodology aligned
with the secondary purpose and qualitative research questions.
Quantitative Research Design
During the quantitative portion of this study, an online survey was designed to
determine which self-sabotaging behaviors were most predominantly exhibited by female
secondary principals and the impact that they had on their career development. The
quantitative survey also served to familiarize the participants with the purpose of the
study. Female secondary principals from the Sacramento, California, region were invited
to respond to a 51-item online survey about the self-sabotaging behaviors exhibited by
female secondary principals and the impact these behaviors have had on their career
development.
The study used a Likert-scale response format in six categories ranging from
1 (strongly agree), 2 (agree), 3 (slightly agree), 4 (slightly disagree), 5 (disagree), and
6 (strongly disagree). The first nine questions asked participants about the selfsabotaging behaviors they had experienced. The final question asked about the impact
these experiences have had on their career development. A 6-point scale was used to
provide participants with a range of possible levels of agreement and disagreement. The
instrument did not offer an option of neutrality to avoid participants’ tendency to cluster
responses within the neutral zone (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The goal of data
collection was to collect descriptive data including the mean and mode. Additionally, a
frequency analysis of the self-sabotaging behaviors was collected.
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Qualitative Research Design
The qualitative data collection followed the quantitative data collection portion of
this sequential explanatory mixed methods study. Using a qualitative design to answer
the research questions allowed the researcher to inquire into issues in greater depth and
give careful attention to details that would produce a wealth of information about the
participants’ understanding and perspectives (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2015). In this
design, the qualitative research is explanatory; the qualitative data are collected following
the quantitative phase to “elucidate, elaborate on, or explain the quantitative findings”
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 25) to gain a rich understanding of the lived
experiences of female secondary principals.
The qualitative phase of this study consisted of one-on-one interviews with 10
female secondary principals to gain a deep understanding about any self-sabotaging
behaviors that have impacted their career development and the strategies they used to
overcome them. An interview guide was developed for the study that included a script
and open-ended interview questions. A phenomenological approach was used to learn
about the “experiential essence” (Patton, 2015, p. 119) of the lived experiences of female
secondary school principals. The purpose of using a phenomenological approach for this
study was to bring attention to the phenomenon of self-sabotaging behaviors that impact
a female secondary principal’s career as well as the strategies these women use to
overcome their self-imposed barriers.
Method Rationale
A thematic study was formed as a result of discussions and considerations
regarding the topic of women in leadership and self-sabotaging behaviors. Initially, two
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faculty researchers and four doctoral students discovered a common interest in exploring
specific self-sabotaging behaviors of women in leadership and strategies used by female
leaders to overcome self-sabotage. The following year, the same two faculty researchers
extended the thematic study to seven additional doctoral students to participate. The
seven peer researchers built upon the work by adding new population studies to identify
and describe self-sabotaging behaviors that female leaders experienced throughout their
leadership careers and also explored the impact these behaviors had on their career
development. Additionally, the researchers wanted to identify strategies female leaders
used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. This explanatory mixed methods study was
designed to concentrate on the nine categories of self-sabotage with the corresponding
domains of personal power: thinking too small/recognizing women’s unique destiny, fear
and worry/constructive preparation, misunderstanding oneself/owning all of oneself,
dishonesty/honest self-expression, holding back/acting with confidence, lack of selfreflection/cultivating self-intimacy, isolating/building a power web, disempowering other
women/inspiring other women, and infusing sex or gender role confusion/embracing ones
sexuality. Female leaders in various populations were selected by the thematic team of
researchers, and each researcher interviewed 10 to 12 women.
Consistency in the thematic team was achieved through collaboration on the
purpose statement, research questions, quantitative and qualitative instruments, and
research procedures. Each thematic researcher individually worked within a selected
sample population of female leaders, and all used a common methodology, explanatory
mixed methods and interview and survey questions. These common procedures and
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elements allowed the researchers to develop a rich understanding of the phenomenon as
well as an increased scope of the experiences lived by female leaders.
The term peer researchers was used to refer to the other researchers involved in
the thematic research study. The researcher and her fellow doctoral candidates studied
female leaders in the following fields: Davina Bailey, higher education deans; LaToya
Davis, African American higher education chief executives; Tatiana Larreynaga, Latina
millennials; Kristen Miller, assistant superintendents; Ashley Sandor, secondary
principals; and Heather Vennes, charter school administrators.
Types of Data
A phenomenological approach puts aside preconceived notions about a population
and aims to determine how individuals make sense out of an experience or situation
(Patton, 2015). A phenomenological study “explores how human beings make sense of
experience and transform experience into consciousness, both individually, and as shared
meaning” (Patton, 2015, p. 115). Furthermore, phenomenology requires that researchers
capture participants’ lived experiences in all of their richness—of feeling, describing,
judging, and recounting some phenomenon (Patton, 2015).
According to Patton (2015), to achieve the essence of such experiences, “One
must undertake in-depth interviews with people who have directly experienced the
phenomenon of interest” (p. 115). During the quantitative phase of the study, the
researcher utilized a Likert-scale survey to identify the self-sabotaging behaviors that
female principals have experienced in their careers. During the qualitative portion of the
study, the researcher conducted in-depth interviews to gain a deeper understanding of
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how these identified behaviors impacted the careers of the female secondary principals as
well as what strategies were used to overcome these behaviors.
Population
A population is a group whom a researcher is interested in studying (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). According to the California Department of Education (2019), in the
2017–2018 school year, California had 25,398 administrators to oversee 10,756 schools
across the state. The intended population of this study was female secondary principals
in California. A secondary school is defined as an educational institution that serves
Grades 6–12.
According to the Roseville Joint Union High School District (1993), principals
serve as instructional leaders and chief executives of a school, reporting to the
superintendent of the district. Additionally, “The principal is responsible for a school’s
curricular direction, budget, operation, students, staff, and programs [and] participates in
the formation of District policy and establishes appropriate relationships with the
community and other agencies” (Roseville Joint Union High School District, 1993, p. 1).
Other responsibilities of a secondary principal include developing and implementing the
school’s mission, vision, and goals; overseeing behavior management, guidance and
counseling, extracurricular activities and athletic programs; and recruiting staff (Roseville
Joint Union High School District, 1993).
The California Department of Education (2019) indicates that there are 2,653
secondary public schools in California with one principal serving each secondary school.
According to Burton and Weiner (2016), only 30% of women are represented in
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secondary principal positions nationwide. Using this estimate, the population for this
study consisted of approximately 795 female secondary principals in California.
Sampling Frame
A sampling frame is a “list of elements from which the sample is actually selected
… [and] places some limitations” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129 ) on the
generalizations that can be made to the population. According to Acharya, Prakash,
Saxena, and Nigam (2013), “Generalizations can be made ‘only’ to the actual population
defined by the sampling frame” (p. 330). The sampling frame for this study was female
principals at secondary (Grades 6–12) public schools in Northern California, living and
working within Sacramento County and the surrounding areas. At the time this study
was conducted, there were 11 female secondary principals in Placer County, six in El
Dorado County, one in Nevada County, and 28 in Sacramento County. The sample
frame included 46 female secondary principals of a possible 113 secondary schools in the
counties of interest. In Placer, El Dorado, Nevada, and Sacramento counties, only 41%
of the secondary positions were occupied by a female principal at the time of this reseach.
Sample Population
A sample is defined as a subset of the population, which comes from the inability
of researchers to test all individuals within a population (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). Additionally, McMillan and Schumacher (2010) pointed out that “the subgroup
often is representative of the larger population” (p. 490). This study used convenience
and purposeful sampling (see Figure 1) from Placer, El Dorado, Nevada, and Sacramento
counties because of their proximity to the researcher.
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Population

Sampling
Frame

Sample

Approximately 795 female
secondary principals in the
State of California

Approximately 46 female
secondary principals at
traditional 6-12 schools in
Northern California, working
in Placer County, El Dorado
County, Nevada County, and
Sacramento County

10 particiants

Figure 1: Population, sampling frame, and sample.

The researcher used purposeful sampling to select 10 participants who fit specific
criteria considered to be “representative or informative about the topic of interest”
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 138) and to participate in the study. The female
secondary principals purposefully targeted to participate in this study met the following
criteria:
 Female
 Worked for a county in Northern California to include Placer, El Dorado, Nevada, or
Sacramento
 Minimum of 2 years’ experience as a secondary principal
 Strong verbal communication skills
 Recognized for their mentoring support to female educational leaders
According to Patton (2015), an appropriate sample size is determined by what the
researcher wants to discover, why they want to know, how the information will be used,
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and what resources are available (including time). The researcher used convenience
sampling to identify 10 female secondary principals employed in Placer, El Dorado,
Nevada, and Sacramento counties in California because of the proximity in location to
the researcher. Experts recommend a small sample size so that the researcher can dive
deeply into the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007).
Site and Participant Selection Process
To appropriately select a site for research, the site selected “should be one in
which … viewpoints or actions are likely present and can be studied” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 327) as they pertain to the topic of inquiry. Because the purpose of
the study was to identify and describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female
principals and to explore the impact these behaviors had on their career development, as
well as to identify strategies for overcoming self-sabotaging behaviors, these goals could
be accomplished at any site where a female principal was assigned. For the researcher to
study this phenomenon, location and access to principals was a consideration. Therefore,
the researcher used convenience sampling so participants were in proximity to the
researcher.
Participants for this study were purposefully selected through a set of specific
criteria developed by peer researchers and the faculty researchers to ensure the
appropriate target was selected to fulfil the purpose of the study. The female secondary
principals who were invited to take part in this study were contacted via email
(Appendix B). In this email, the researcher outlined the purpose and benefits of the study
and offered to answer any questions the participants had. Once participants had agreed to
take part in the study, the researcher emailed their informed consent, which included the
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UMass Global Participant’s Bill of Rights, the interview protocol, and the link to the
survey protocol and tool (Appendices C, D, E, and F). Interviews were scheduled via
Google Calendar on a date and time that was convenient for the participant. The
researcher sent a reminder email with an overview of logistics. Interviews were
conducted either face-to-face or via Zoom online video conferencing. The interviews
were recorded using the Zoom recording feature. Interview questions were made
accessible to participants during the interview. The researcher maintained consistency
between each interview by using an interview protocol.
Instrumentation
The researcher used an explanatory sequential design data collection method,
which involved the use of qualitative questions that provided insight and explanations for
findings from quantitative questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The researcher
used both quantitative and qualitative approaches to answer the research questions
because using one or the other method “would be insufficient to provide complete
answers that meet the goal or purpose of the study” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010,
p. 395) and using both increases the overall reliability of the findings. According to
Patton (2015), the advantage of using a mixed methods approach is that it allows for deep
inquiry into the research question by using strategies that have “non-overlapping
weaknesses and complementary strengths” (p. 316). The quantitative data were collected
from an online survey that was created by the original thematic team and two faculty
members. After the survey was completed, the researcher conducted interviews with
participants using an interview protocol and guide that was also developed by the original
thematic team and two faculty members. The interview process allowed the researcher to
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come to a deep understanding about the participants’ lived experiences of exhibiting selfsabotaging behaviors and the strategies they used to overcome them.
Quantitative Instrumentation
The study first used a quantitative online survey to determine which selfsabotaging behaviors female secondary principals have experienced through their careers
and to determine what impact these behaviors have had on their career development. The
advantages to using a survey tool in research are that it can be used to investigate any
problem, that it is low cost, and that its data can be gathered on many variables to be
generalized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The original thematic team of four
students and two faculty members developed the instrumentation tool based on the nine
domains of women’s personal power, a framework that was adapted from Lerner (2012)
and Ryder and Briles (2003). An alignment table was developed to ensure alignment
with each item on the survey and the purpose of the study (Appendix G). The survey was
created to identify which self-sabotaging behaviors impacted female secondary
principal’s career development. Survey questions were close-ended and based on
predetermined response scales in a Likert style, ranging from strongly agree to strongly
disagree. The electronic 51-item survey was created using the Google Forms online
application.
Qualitative Instrumentation
Following the quantitative phase of instrumentation, the study conducted
qualitative interviews to develop a deeper understanding of the perspectives of female
secondary principals and which self-sabotaging behaviors had the most impact on their
career development and the strategies they used to overcome them. Interviews require a
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reciprocal interaction between the researcher and participant and are flexible and
adaptable to changing scenarios (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Furthermore, the
strength of interviews lies in the ability of the researcher to develop a relationship and
establish trust with the participants so they feel comfortable responding to the questions
presented (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). An interview protocol and guide were
developed by the original thematic team and faculty advisors based on the nine domains
of women’s personal power framework adapted from Lerner (2012) and Ryder and Briles
(2003). The interview protocol utilized both structured and semistructured questions.
Creswell and Gutterman (2019) discussed the fact that semistructured questions have the
benefits of being open-ended while maintaining focus on the theoretical framework in the
response. Additionally, Creswell (2007) pointed out that having an interview protocol
allows the researcher to remain organized and consistent between different interviews
with different participants.
During the interviews, participants had to identify which self-sabotaging
behaviors impacted their career development through the structured questions. The
semistructured questions asked participants to reflect on a story in which their selfsabotaging behaviors had an impact on their career development and which strategies
they used to overcome their self-imposed barrier. The original peer research team
collaborated to align the interview protocol with the research questions and purpose of
the study. An alignment table was developed to ensure alignment with each question to
the purpose of the study (Appendix H). Interviews were conducted via an online video
conference application called Zoom. The interviews began with introductions and small
talk to build trust and rapport between the researcher and participant. The researcher then
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provided the participant with an overview and purpose of the study. Then, the researcher
explained the procedural safeguards to the participant. The interview was recorded and
later transcribed using the transcription application Temi. The transcript was coded using
the qualitative analysis software program NVivo.
Researcher as the Instrument
Patton (2015) noted that “qualitative inquiry is personal [and] the researcher is the
instrument of the inquiry” (p. 3). Because research comprises the researcher’s personal
interests, background, experience, and so forth and because humans are inherently flawed
with implicit bias, it becomes important that researchers attend to their own personal
biases. According to The Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity (2012) at
The Ohio State University, “The implicit associations we harbor in our subconscious
cause us to have feelings and attitudes about other people based on characteristics such as
race, ethnicity, age, and appearance” (para. 2). Researchers must be aware of personal
biases, even if they are difficult to understand or accept. Additionally, researchers have
to determine how to account for these biases within research to produce a valid study
(The Greater La Crosse Area Diversity Council, n.d.).
To reduce the effects of researcher bias on the reporting and analysis of data,
Mehra (2002) suggested keeping detailed notes, including observed reactions by the
researcher, to intensely research the topic and collaborate with mentors, chairs, and
colleagues to gain fresh perspectives. By using the aforementioned suggestions, for this
study, the researcher tried to be as neutral as possible during interviews by asking openended questions that were free of preconceptions or leading responses (Mack, Woodsong,
MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005). Engaging in leading questions potentially places an
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imposition of the researcher’s bias and preconceptions onto the participant (Mack et al.,
2005). After the conclusion of the interview, recordings were transcribed and sent to the
participant to check for accuracy and to build trust and transparency.
Quantitative Field Test
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a pilot test is necessary as a
check for bias in the procedures. Accordingly, the interviewer should take note of any
cues suggesting that the respondent is uncomfortable or does not fully understand the
questions. The researcher conducted a practice field test to evaluate the questions for
clarity, intent, and so forth. The pilot test also gives the interviewer an idea about the
length of the interview and gives the researcher some idea about how the interview data
will be summarized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Honoring McMillan and
Schumacher’s recommendation to use a subject with characteristics similar to those used
in the study, the researcher conducted a field test with a female secondary principal in the
Sacramento, California area. During the practice field test, a quantitative survey was
conducted and paired with a feedback form from the participant (Appendices I and J).
After the participant completed the feedback form, the researcher and the thematic peer
researcher discussed the feedback, and slight changes were made to incorporate the input
from the participant.
Qualitative Field Test
The researcher was one of two thematic peer researchers who conducted a field
test for the qualitative instrument (Appendix K). The researcher interviewed the same
secondary principal who completed the survey field test. The interview was conducted
via Zoom and observed by a thematic peer researcher to provide feedback regarding her

83

observations from the interview. During the interview, the thematic peer researcher took
notes and filled out the observer questionnaire provided by UMass Global (Appendix L).
After the interview, the interviewee completed an additional feedback form about the
interview itself (Appendix M). Participants also provided their feedback about the
interview questions, directions, pace, and length of the interview. The observer provided
feedback about the questions, length of interview, and the researcher’s comfort level.
The interview was transcribed using the online platform Temi. The interviewer removed
any identifiable information from the transcripts and asked her colleague to double check
the work to maintain confidentiality as promised through the informed consent process.
After the field test, the researcher discussed the feedback with the thematic peer
researchers and faculty advisor, and slight revisions were made to the interview questions
to ensure clarity.
Validity
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), validity refers to the congruence
between a researcher’s results and reality. To increase congruity, the researchers in this
study employed deliberate strategies such as including multimedia strategies, multiple
researchers, and member checking. After the interviews were transcribed, transcripts
were sent via email to participants to review for accuracy and congruency with their
experiences. To ensure internal validity in the research study, the researcher triangulated
the data to check for consistency between the data from the survey and the data from
interviews prior to drawing conclusions. The original thematic peer researchers created,
revised, and field-tested the survey and interview. Furthermore, the secondary thematic
peer research team reviewed, revised, and field-tested the survey and interview.
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Reliability
The researcher used deliberate methods to ensure reliability. Reliability in
research refers to the ability of the research process to yield consistent results (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Patton, 2015). Consistency is achieved
through the standardization of procedures (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Although
ensuring reliability is more important to quantitative research, Golafshani (2003)
explained that reliability can enhance the quality and trustworthiness of qualitative
research as well. There are a variety of ways that a qualitative researcher can increase the
trustworthiness of the data (Patton, 2015). To ensure that the findings were reliable, the
researcher used internal and intercoder reliability. The survey and interview questions
were developed by the thematic peer researchers and faculty advisor, which reduced the
possibility of the researcher’s personal bias. A script and questions were used to create
consistency with the interview data collection. A thematic peer researcher was used as an
expert observer to witness and review the field-test interview. The faculty advisor had
experience as a researcher, experience as a secondary principal, and presented at multiple
conferences about women in leadership.
Intercoder reliability is when researchers use peer examination to check the
plausibility of data interpretations as results begin to emerge (Creswell, 2014). Creswell
(2014) used the term “intercoder agreement” (p. 203) to describe the process of crosschecking data codes using multiple researchers. Intercoder agreement occurs when two
or more data analysts agree on the codes used for the same passages of text. After the
interviews were transcribed and verified by participants, each question was coded to
identify themes that emerged from the data. Themes were then sorted and categorized by

85

each research question. The researcher and another coder sorted and coded the data to
determine intercoder reliability. The researcher and one expert panel member met to
compare their independent interview data from the samples taken. After a review of the
data, the team made adjustments to increase the reliability of the data analyzed. To
establish intercoder reliability, the research reliability was set at 80% or greater
(McMillian & Schumacher, 2010). A peer researcher analyzed 10% of the code from the
qualitative portion of this study’s descriptive themes to ensure an 80% or greater
reliability was met (Patton, 2015).
After the data were coded, the researcher wrote a narrative analysis, which
identified common themes that emerged in each research question to display a story of
the participants.
Data Collection
Multiple steps were taken to develop the data collection process for this research
study. The interview questions were developed as part of a thematic study, which built
upon the work of Ryder and Briles (2003) and Lerner (2012). The peer research team
worked closely with an expert in qualitative research to ensure interview questions were
aligned with the research questions. Additionally, the researcher conducted a field test in
which the questions and interview process were revised based on feedback from
observations from both the peer researcher and the interviewees. Furthermore, the
researcher created an interview guide and conducted a practice field test in which the
interview questions and process were further scrutinized by another peer researcher, and
feedback was provided by one participant. Prior to conducting interviews, the researcher
became certified by Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) Progam to
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conduct research on human subjects and obtained approval from the UMass Global
University Institutional Review Board (UMIRB) to conduct the study (Appendices N
and O). After receiving approval from UMIRB, the researcher started the data collection
process.
Thirteen interview questions were used to prompt the sharing of experiences,
perceptions, and opinions of the participants. The researcher used an open-ended
question format to allow for thoughtful conversation to elaborate on the information
shared by participants during the quantitative portion of the study. Questions were
presented in a semistructured format to build trust with the participants and ensure they
felt comfortable sharing vulnerable experiences in their career.
Prior to starting the quantitative and qualitative data collection, each participant
received a copy of the Institutional Review Board informed consent and UMass Global
Bill of Rights in an email with a link to the survey. Prior to the survey and interview, the
researcher assured the participants that the information gathered during any part of the
process would only be used for the purposes of the research and would not be shared with
others. The researcher also explained that participants could opt out of either portion of
the study or at any time during the interview should they feel uncomfortable with no
repercussions. Each participant provided electronic consent prior to taking the survey
and verbal consent prior to the start of the interview.
Following an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design, data were
collected in two phases. Each participant first completed a quantitative electronic survey
followed by the qualitative interview where participants were asked to provide in-depth
responses about their experiences with self-sabotaging behaviors and the strategies they
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used to overcome them. The interviews were scheduled to last 90 min, but they took
between 45 and 60 min. All interviews were conducted via Zoom because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to the interviews, the researcher emailed a copy of the
interview questions and power domain definitions, informed consent, and the UMass
Global Bill of Rights (formerly Brandman University) to the participants so they could
have them handy to reference during the interview. An interview guide was created and
field-tested prior to data collection, and feedback was provided by both the interviewee
and the peer researcher.
During the interviews, the researcher briefly introduced herself and explained the
purpose of the study. The interviewer also reminded participants that they would be
recorded during the interview. During the interview, the researcher took notes about the
reactions and major themes that emerged from the participant responses though she tried
to limit the number of notes taken to focus on the relationship and rapport with the
participant. After each interview, the researcher thanked each participant for her time
and contribution, asked whether the participant had any questions, and reminded her how
she could contact the researcher if she had any questions or concerns. After the
interviews, the researcher sent a follow-up email thanking each participant for her time
and began transcribing documents and coding information for emerging themes.
Data Analysis
According to Creswell and Gutterman (2019), data analysis is the process of
deconstructing data and reassembling the data to make meaning. Mixed methods
research combines quantitative and qualitative data to develop a more complete
understanding of the phenomenon being researched (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
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Although combining data analysis for both quantitative and qualitative data is the
ultimate goal, the researcher considered separate methods for collection and analysis
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The survey provided initial responses that identified
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by the participants. The qualitative phase then
provided a more in-depth and elaborated understanding of the behaviors as well as the
impact that they had on the participants’ career development. The research questions
guided the data analysis for this study. The data from both the quantitative and
qualitative phases were combined and analyzed in accordance with the explanatory
sequential mixed methods research design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010).
Quantitative Data Analysis
Quantitative data analysis relies on statistical analysis to interpret and understand
data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For the first phase of the explanatory sequential
mixed methods study, the researcher administered an electronic survey via Google
Forms. All questions in the survey used a Likert-scale response system determined by a
participant’s agreement with statements. Once the data were collected, the results were
analyzed by using descriptive statistics to describe the data so that they might be more
easily comprehended (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The descriptive statistics included the
mode for the frequency of occurrence of self-sabotaging behaviors and the mean for the
impact that self-sabotaging behaviors had on the participant’s career development.
Frequency distributions were also conducted to closely analyze the results of each
question on the survey. Frequency and percentages of participant responses to each
behavior category and impact on career development are shown in Table 2 and Figure 2.
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Table 2
Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants as Reported in the Survey

a

Self-sabotaging behavior category

References

na

% of participants

Holding back
Not taking the time for reflection
Fear and worrying
Dishonesty
Misunderstanding oneself
Isolating
Thinking too small
Disempowering women
Infusing sex/gender role confusion

42
40
36
22
20
20
19
10
7

9
10
10
9
8
8
8
6
4

90
100
100
90
80
80
80
60
40

Number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat.

Figure 2. Participant’s belief that behaviors impact career development.
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Qualitative Data Analysis
The analysis of qualitative data is very different than that of quantitative data. It
describes and interprets the phenomenon using words rather than numbers. Qualitative
data are based on interviews, observations, and written communications, which are
analyzed for common patterns or themes to better understand their meaning (Patton,
2015). In an explanatory sequential study, the researcher must first use the data from the
quantitative phase to help shape the qualitative phase (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
In this study, the researcher used the quantitative data to refine the qualitative interview
questions and data collection protocols. Then, the researcher collected and analyzed the
qualitative data by transcribing the interviews using Temi, a digital application, to
transcribe the audio files of each interview. Additionally, the researcher reviewed each
transcription and edited and revised the document to ensure accuracy and validity of the
data. The researcher then highlighted and annotated the documents to note common
themes that began to emerge between the two interviews. Each of the identified
commonalities was assigned theme titles that directly responded to the research
questions. To ensure that the themes aligned properly to the research questions, the
researcher used the sentence frame model. During this process, the theme was inserted
into the frame to ensure that it properly answered the research question.
After the themes were identified and aligned, the researcher uploaded the
transcripts into the NVivo software to code the data and record the frequency and source
mentioned for each theme. The researcher then engaged in the triangulation of data from
multiple sources to broaden understanding of the phenomenon (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Conclusions were drawn from the quantitative and qualitative
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phases of the study as to what insights were learned about the study’s research questions
and purpose (Creswell, 2007).
Triangulation of Data
According to Patton (2015), “Triangulation strengthens a study by combining
methods … using several kinds of methods or data” (p. 316) because no single measure
of data describes a problem better than several. Additionally, triangulation allows
researchers to corroborate data and expand upon their understanding of a topic of interest
and to understand the complexity of the issue at hand (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
For this study, the researcher triangulated quantitative data from the survey and
qualitative data from interviews to determine whether the information from the
interviews provided additional insight into the information described by the principals in
the surveys. The rich literature was used to back up any conclusions drawn from the two
data sources.
Limitations
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) pointed out that validity and credibility of a
study refers to the extent to which explanations about phenomenon and reality match up.
Researchers can employ deliberate strategies to enhance the validity and reliability of a
study. Although the researcher employed multiple strategies to increase the validity of
the study, she acknowledged several factors that may limit the transferability of the
research findings.
Location of Study
The study was limited first by location because the study only examined female
principals in Placer, El Dorado, and Sacramento counties rather than the entire state of
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California. This limitation was to consider the resources (including time) of the
researcher.
Sample Criteria for Participants
This study used only female principals from Grades 6–12, which did not consider
female principals from elementary grades. Furthermore, this study only examined female
principals in public schools and therefore did not account for those who work for private
or nonpublic schools in California. Finally, this study only examined principals of
comprehensive middle and high schools and therefore did not account for principals of
continuation or alternative education schools. Because of these limitations, the findings
cannot be generalized to the larger population.
Sample Size of the Participants
Ten participants were part of this research study. According to Patton (2015), this
sample size is appropriate for a mixed methods study because the depth of the subjects’
responses is more important than the quantity. However, because of the small sample
size, the results cannot be generalized to all secondary female principals in the United
States.
Time Constraints
The amount of time provided for each interview was also a limiting factor for the
research study. To honor the time of participants, each interview was limited to 90 min.
By enacting a strict time limit, some interview responses may have been less in-depth
than they might have been without a time limit.
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Bias of the Researcher
Researcher bias will always be a limiting factor in qualitative research because of
the subjective nature of such an approach (Patton, 2015). Because the researcher is
female, had engaged in self-sabotaging behaviors, and at the time of this study had the
goal to become a principal, there may have been bias in analyzing interview data.
Additionally, the researcher admitted a potential bias in assuming that all women have
experienced at least one of the nine self-sabotaging behaviors. However, efforts were
taken, including keeping detailed journals during the study, to increase the reliability and
validity of the findings.
Summary
Chapter III provided a description of the selected methodology and an overview
of the explanatory sequential mixed methods design used in this research study. The
chapter began with an overview, the purpose statement, and research questions.
Quantitative and qualitative methods were used to explore self-sabotaging behaviors
experienced by female secondary principals and the impact that their behaviors have had
on their career development as well as what strategies these female leaders have used to
overcome them. The chapter outlined the population, sampling frame, and sample
selection process. The researcher then reviewed the quantitative and qualitative
instrumentation methods as well as validity and reliability. Finally, data collection
methods and analysis and limitations were examined within the chapter.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This mixed methods study identified and described the self-sabotaging behaviors
experienced by female secondary principals and explored the impact these behaviors had
on their career development. The study also identified strategies female secondary
principals used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. This research study used a
framework that combined and adapted the work of Lerner’s (2012) research and the work
of Ryder and Briles (2003) to organize female self-sabotaging behaviors into nine
categories, or power domains. Chapter IV presents an overview of the purpose of the
study, research questions, research methods, data collection process used by the
researcher, population, and sample. Chapter IV concludes with a presentation of the data
aligned with the research questions and a summary of the findings.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods study was to identify and describe
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female secondary principals and to explore the
impact these behaviors have on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female secondary principals to overcome
self-sabotaging behaviors.
Research Questions
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female secondary principals experienced
throughout their leadership careers?
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
secondary principals?
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3. What strategies did female secondary principals use throughout their leadership
careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
An explanatory sequential mixed methods study design was used to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female secondary principals and to
explore the impact these behaviors have had on their career development. Additionally,
the explanatory sequential mixed methods study design identified the strategies female
secondary principals used to counteract the self-sabotaging behaviors. The initial step in
the explanatory sequential mixed methods design was to collect quantitative data through
an electronic survey instrument completed by 10 female secondary principals located in
the Northern California counties of El Dorado, Placer, Sacramento, and Nevada. The
purpose of the survey was to identify which self-sabotaging behaviors female secondary
principals experienced and determine whether they impacted women’s career
development. The survey also allowed the participants to become familiar with the
purpose of the research study.
The second phase of the sequential mixed methods study included semistructured
one-on-one interviews with 10 female secondary principals to gain a more in-depth
understanding of the self-sabotaging behaviors that have impacted their career
development along with the strategies each participant has used to overcome them. A
phenomenological approach was used to gain a richer understanding of the lived
experiences of female secondary principals who served at the secondary level (Patton,
2015). The phenomenological approach allowed the researcher to gain awareness of the
self-sabotaging behaviors that female secondary principals recognized as having had an
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impact on their career as well as the strategies they have used to overcome them. The
interviews were conducted via Zoom from October 2021 through November 2021.
Before the researcher collected data, participants were provided the UMass
Global Bill of Rights, informed consent, interview questions, and copies of their survey
responses. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using Temi, a transcription
application. The transcripts were coded using the qualitative analysis software program
called NVivo. Themes were identified based on the conceptual framework and emerging
themes.
Population
A population is a group that a researcher is interested in studying, which can then
be generalized to the population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). The
California Department of Education indicated that there were a total of 2,653 secondary
public schools in 2019 with one principal overseeing each site. From the 2,653
secondary principals in California, approximately 795 female secondary principals were
included as the population for this study (Burton & Weiner, 2016). Those selected to
participate in the study were from El Dorado, Nevada, Placer, and Sacramento counties.
Sample
A sample is defined as a subset of the population, which is due to the inability of
researchers to test all individuals within a population, and is often representative of the
larger population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Purposeful sampling was used to
select participants who provided an in-depth representation on the topic (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Convenience sampling was used as a nonprobability method to
select participants based on their accessibility and proximity to the researcher.
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There were 115 female secondary principals identified as potential participants in
this study from El Dorado County Office of Education, Nevada County Office of
Education, Placer County Office of Education, and Sacramento County Office of
Education. From these potential candidates, the researcher used a purposeful sampling
process to target female secondary principals who met the following criteria:
 Female
 Worked for a county in Northern California to include Placer, El Dorado, Nevada, or
Sacramento
 Minimum of 2 years’ experience as a secondary principal
 Strong verbal communication skills
 Recognized for their mentoring support to female educational leaders
Based on the criteria, 40 women were identified as eligible and invited to participate in
the study. The sample size included 10 female secondary principals. Table 3 shows the
demographic data of the participants.

Table 3
Participants Demographic Information

Participant

Total years of service
as a principal

Month and year of
interview

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J

6
3
21
2
17
3
25
9
6
5

October 2021
October 2021
October 2021
November 2021
October 2021
November 2021
November 2021
November 2021
November 2021
November 2021
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Presentation and Analysis of Data
Data were collected through an electronic survey for the quantitative phase of the
study followed by interviews for the qualitative phase. The quantitative and qualitative
analysis processes are described in the following sections.
Quantitative Analysis
The electronic survey was developed using a web-based Google form.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize and organize the findings from the survey.
The researcher collected and analyzed the survey results to gain descriptive data such as
the mode of the self-sabotaging behaviors. The mode is used to measure the central
tendency. The researcher assessed the mode to determine which self-sabotaging
behaviors occurred most frequently in the participants’ responses. The electronic survey
contained 51 questions, which were close-ended and based on predetermined response
scales using a 6-point Likert scale. The Likert scale included the following response
options: 1 (strongly agree), 2 (agree), 3 (agree somewhat), 4 (disagree somewhat),
5 (disagree), and 6 (strongly disagree). Respondents were asked first to complete the
survey, which was then followed by the one-on-one interview.
Qualitative Analysis
The qualitative data collection involved conducting interviews to gain insight of
female secondary principals’ perceptions about which self-sabotaging behaviors had the
most impact on their career development and the strategies they used to overcome selfimposed barriers. Interviews allowed the researcher to directly interact with participants
in a way that was flexible and adaptable (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
researcher used the interview protocol that was developed based on the nine domains of
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women’s personal power framework by Lerner (2012) and Ryder and Briles (2003). The
interview contained both structured and semistructured questions. The 45 to 90-min
interviews were conducted via Zoom’s online video conference application. Interviews
were recorded and transcribed using the transcription application Temi. The transcripts
were then coded using the qualitative analysis software program called NVivo. To
answer each research question, the researcher coded themes that emerged from the data
based on the self-sabotaging behaviors and women’s power domain strategies outlined in
the conceptual framework. Other themes were also coded as they emerged regarding the
impact identified by participants.
Intercoder Reliability
To ensure reliability, the researcher used the intercoder reliability process
(Creswell, 2014). According to Creswell (2014), intercoder agreement occurs when two
or more analysts agree on the codes within the same data source to check for consistency.
Once interviews were transcribed, a peer researcher coded at least 10% of the data
individually from the qualitative interviews to identify common themes to determine at
least 80% intercoder reliability, which McMillan and Schumacher (2010) established as
necessary intercoder reliability.
Research Question 1: Self Sabotaging-Behaviors
The first research question asked, “What self-sabotaging behaviors have female
secondary principals experienced throughout their leadership careers?” The survey and
interviews analyzed which women experienced any of the nine self-sabotaging behavior
categories and associated subcategories. The following sections discuss the findings
from the survey and the interview responses.
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Quantitative Data
The number of self-sabotaging behaviors shown in Table 2 represents the
behaviors that participants rated as strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat in the
electronic survey. The number and percentage of participants who indicated that they
experienced self-sabotaging behaviors are also listed. The top self-sabotaging behavior
referenced in the survey was holding back, which was cited 42 times by 90% of the
participants. However, 100% of the participants experienced not taking the time for
reflection and fear and worrying, making them the self-sabotaging behaviors experienced
by most participants. Not taking the time for self-reflection was cited 40 times, and fear
and worrying was cited 36 times. Table 2 shows the findings for self-sabotaging
behaviors (repeated here for convenience).

Table 2
Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants as Reported in Survey
Self-sabotaging behavior
Holding back
Not taking the time for reflection
Fear and worrying
Dishonesty
Misunderstanding oneself
Isolating
Thinking too small
Disempowering women
Infusing sex/gender role confusion
a

References

na

% of participants

42
40
36
22
20
20
19
10
7

9
10
10
9
8
8
8
6
4

90
100
100
90
80
80
80
60
40

Number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat.

Table 4 features the top-rated self-sabotaging behaviors, indicated by subcategory
and category, experienced by participants. The table includes the number and percentage
of participants who indicated either strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat on the
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survey questions. The top three self-sabotaging behavior subcategories were I mulled
over my mistakes, referenced nine times by 90% of the respondents; I have not allowed
myself to experience down time, referenced nine times by 90% of the respondents; and “I
have hated to be wrong,” referenced nine times by 90% of participants.

Table 4
Self-Sabotaging Behavior Subcategories and Categories Experienced Most by Participants as
Reported in the Survey
Self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory

n

% of
participants

a

I mulled over my mistakes
I have not allowed myself to
experience down time

Fear and worry
Not taking the time for
reflection

9
9

90
90

I have hated to be wrong

Not taking the time for
reflection
Not taking the time for
reflection
Dishonesty

9

90

8

80

8

80

Thinking too small

7

70

Fear and worry

7

70

Holding back

7

70

I have held back when I had the
answer, question, or thought
because I was concerned about
what other people think or the
impression they will have of me

Holding back

7

70

I have held a grudge with someone

Not taking the time for
reflection

7

70

I have not taken vacations could I
could
I have said “yes” to things when I
actually wanted to say “no”
I have often made perfection the
standard in my life
I became anxious when thinking
about a change in my career
I have apologized unnecessarily

a

Self-sabotaging behavior
category

Number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat.

Table 5 presents the least rated self-sabotaging behaviors, experienced by
participants, broken down by subcategory and category, as reported in the survey. The
table includes the number and percentage of participants who responded either strongly
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agree, agree, or agree somewhat on the survey questions. The self-sabotaging
subcategory of I have used prosodic speech or speech patterns (“Valley girl,” uptalk,
vocal fry) did not receive any ratings of agree. Additionally, the following six selfsabotaging behaviors received only one rating of agree: I have exhibited girl-like
behaviors such as twirling my hair or using baby talk, I have exhibited male-like qualities
that aren’t part of my natural personality, I have squashed my natural feminine qualities, I
have dressed sexy at work, I thought, ‘Why should I help other women since I did it the
hard way?’, and I have been reluctant to seek out feedback that would help me improve.

Table 5
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced Least by Participants as Reported in Survey

a

Self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory

Self-sabotaging behavior
category

na

% of
participants

I have used prosodic speech or
speech patterns (“Valley girl,”
uptalk, vocal fry)
I have exhibited girl-like behaviors
such as twirling my hair or using
baby talk
I have exhibited male-like qualities
that aren’t part of my natural
personality
I have squashed my natural feminine
qualities
I have dressed sexy at work
I thought, “Why should I help other
women since I did it the hard
way?”
I have been reluctant to seek out
feedback that would help me
improve

Sex/gender role confusion

0

0

Sex/gender role confusion

1

10

Sex/gender role confusion

1

10

Sex/gender role confusion

1

10

Sex/gender role confusion
Disempowering women

1
1

10
10

Misunderstanding oneself

1

10

Number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat.
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Qualitative Data
Table 6 shows the references made by participants during interviews to the selfsabotaging behaviors they experienced during their careers. The number and percentage
of participants who experienced self-sabotaging behaviors are also indicated within the
table. The top self-sabotaging behavior category referenced in interviews was holding
back, which was referenced 122 times by 100% of the participants. The following selfsabotaging behavior categories were also referenced by 100% of participants: not taking
the time for reflection (50 times), dishonesty (47 times), and misunderstanding oneself
(36 times). Additionally, 90% of the participants experienced thinking too small (75
times), fear and worry (70 times), and isolating (30 times).

Table 6
Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants as Reported in the Interviews

a

Self-sabotaging behavior

References

na

r

Holding back
Not taking the time for reflection
Dishonesty
Misunderstanding oneself
Thinking too small
Fear and worry
Isolating
Disempowering women
Infusing sex/gender role confusion

122
50
47
36
75
70
30
10
5

10
10
10
10
9
9
9
6
3

100
100
100
100
90
90
90
60
30

Number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat.

To establish a comparison between quantitative and qualitative findings, Table 7
presents a triangulation between the ranking data found from the survey and interviews.
The self-sabotaging behaviors were listed in order of most to least cited, and priority
ranking was given if the most participants selected the behavior. The holding back self-
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sabotaging behavior category was ranked as Number 1 in both the interviews and survey.
The not taking the time for self-reflection category ranked second in both the survey and
interviews. The fear and worry behavior category ranked third in the survey but sixth in
the interviews. Dishonesty ranked third in the interviews and fourth in the survey. The
lowest ranked self-sabotaging behavior category in both the interview and survey was
infusion of sex/gender role confusion.

Table 7
Comparison Ranking of Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Between Survey and Interviews
Self-sabotaging behavior

Interview ranking

Survey ranking

1
2
6
3
4
7
5
8
9

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Holding back
Not taking the time for reflection
Fear and worry
Dishonesty
Misunderstanding oneself
Isolating
Thinking too small
Disempowering women
Infusion of sex/gender role confusion

Note. Ranking 1–9 is based on the self-sabotaging behaviors cited by participants: 1 represents
the top ranked and 9 represents the least ranked self-sabotaging behavior.

Holding back. Holding back was the top self-sabotaging behavior category
identified by interview participants. It was referenced 122 times by 100% of the
participants. Table 8 provides an overview of each subcategory within the holding back
category. The subcategory of I felt insecure toward balancing work and family
obligations was referenced the most (42 times) by 100% of the participants.
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Table 8
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Holding Back as Reported in the Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Holding back self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory
I felt insecure toward balancing work and family
obligations
I have held back when I had the answer, question,
or thought because I was concerned about what
other people think or the impression they will
have of me
I preferred not to speak up in a meeting or group
discussion
I did not reach out for help when I needed it
I have apologized unnecessarily
I have avoided criticism
I have talked down to myself
I made inflections rather than bold statements
I preferred to sit in the back of the room at
conferences or meetings
a

42

10

100

29

8

80

27

9

90

4
4
2
2
1
1

3
2
1
1
1
1

30
20
10
10
10
10

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

Participant D shared that early in her career, she was more likely not to speak up;
however, her understanding of her position and confidence has changed over time:
I think by and large, I didn’t like to speak up as much. I definitely think that as I
progressed through my career and you have these different leadership roles and
you understand things in a different way and thought bigger picture and you
know, just again, I just probably wasn’t as reticent to speak up [early on in my
career].
Participant D also pointed out that she struggled with whether or not to contribute to
larger discussions early in her career, which has waned with experience in the position:
Whether it’s, because you’re trying to have that well-placed insertion of when you
speak up or well, would I say be valued in this particular group or room or I think
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that’s probably something that, that over my time, I’ve maybe struggled with
more than, than if it was a male counterpart say, but again, strategies to overcome
that are certainly being comfortable longer in your position helps you overcome
those things.
Other participants have been taught through negative experiences that they are expected
not to speak up and sometimes have felt admonished by leadership for doing so.
Participant F shared,
I will say there’s been times where I felt like I wasn’t getting anywhere with what
I’ve been asking. I have had a couple of meetings more recently that I said, okay,
I’m just not going to say anything because I feel like at some point you are looked
at as I think it can become a negative if you’re too vocal too often. Interestingly
enough, it does feel like it’s the females who are vocal in meetings.
Many participants felt that holding back was a direct result of social expectations
for females in the workplace. For example, Participant F shared that the expectation that
women should not be outspoken or direct is “Hard to get rid of. If you’re straightforward
and you’re female. No, not okay.” Similarly, Participant A remembers “In meetings with
my male counterparts, it was very much I couldn’t be too much, like don’t be too much
because it threatened them.” Participant C expanded upon the expectations of females in
society as they relate to holding back:
I think generally speaking it goes back to that societal expectation of what it is to
be female. And I think it can be either way, right? You’re either being held back
because you’re conforming to the social norms and you know, holding your
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tongue more often than not, or it can work against you if you are not exhibiting
that and you’re making people uncomfortable with your assertiveness.
Participant H described how not holding back has impacted her career, leading her to
now be less likely to speak out:
I’m a pretty strong opinionated female in the fact that I say what’s on my mind
and I do what’s in the best interest for students and that has gotten me in trouble,
and it has got my hand slapped a couple of times. With that being said, it’s also
humbled me a little bit because just recently in the past year or 2, I’ve wanted
some upward movement that I did not get nor was I even offered or thought about
when I inquired about that.
When describing feedback she received on why she did not get a promotion,
Participant H shared,
But it was a little bit of you asked too tough of questions or you, it comes off that
you don’t support the district or you don’t like answers are given to you and you
want to seek out more clarification when the answers are right there. I didn’t like
it, but I understood it. I’ve taken a step back, especially this year and tried to,
unfortunately not talk as much.
Other participants discussed the impact of speaking up on women’s careers in their own
districts. For example, Participant I described how women must straddle the line
between holding back and being perceived as too assertive:
I’ve been on that one spectrum of being a little more vocal. I think that’s why I
didn’t at times get a principal job at the other district. I think that’s why some
VPs don’t get to move up, and I think that’s why some principals who’ve been a

108

principal longer in the district haven’t moved up because they’re maybe they say
too much the wrong way or it’s the way they say it, because I’ve also learned to
really be careful. You can say the same thing differently, or soften it up, so it
doesn’t come across to be disrespectful, but maybe take the sharpness off of it,
and it helps. I do think you tend to be quiet. There’s got to be somewhat of a
happy medium, right?
Participant I also shared that she was not rewarded early in her career for speaking out.
As a result, she has made a conscious decision to speak less:
And sometimes I know that probably irritates them a little bit, but it probably goes
back to all my other positions. I was a lot more vocal and my role ended up
becoming a go-to support all the other principals and to fix their schools [but I
wasn’t the one who got that role]. I think that sort of taught me to pick and
choose what I want to speak out and pick and choose my battles.
Participant I also acknowledged that holding back could lead to a negative impact on her
career development:
I like to sit in the back and I like to be quiet and just take it in until I feel like I
need to speak, which obviously in this district hasn’t always worked for me based
on the feedback of my assistant superintendent and my director.
Participants discussed feeling pressured to hold back in their work discussions for
fear of being too negative. Participant J, for instance, learned to hold back opinions
because of the experiences of others in her district:
In talking to some of my female principals at the junior high level, they too have
been told, just don’t say so much in meetings, you’re coming across as negative.
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And I haven’t been, ever been accused of being negative. But just too outspoken
on things that I believe in. So, I just don’t say anything at all.
Participant I expressed the same concerns about how speaking out might influence the
impressions of others: “I still think in the, in the world, women are still at times looked at
if you speak out or if it’s sharpness, then you’re the “B word” [but] when men do, it’s
okay.
All 10 participants discussed feeling insecure about balancing work and family
obligations. For example, Participant G shared that she feels many female principals
struggle to find an appropriate work/home balance: “I think a lot of the time female
administrators don’t tend to take the time they need, and when they do take time off,
they’re still heavily involved with their students and their teachers.” Participant G said
that this struggle exists because women constantly have to work harder to prove
themselves in leadership roles:
[Women are constantly] trying to figure out a way to blend the two [work/home]
and not overwork because I, I really feel like women, administrators to
compensate, we work, we work over hours . . . we feel like we’re, we have to
work harder to prove ourselves.
Participant E also discussed feeling insecure about properly fulfilling her roles as both a
parent and a professional, which has led to serious health consequences:
It’s come to with the balancing of family and a career is, you know, I can do the
career well, but doing both of them well is a struggle. I think I just hit my limit
and my health was suffering. . . . [I am constantly] feeling insecure. Every day
that’s a struggle trying to figure out which one am I not doing well, and that’s
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where that perfectionist tendency comes back in. When I do something, I want to
do it to the best of my ability, and doing two challenging jobs, parenting and
being a principal, has forced me to look at things differently.
Participant E described how her perception of parental responsibility appears to differ
from that of males, which added additional pressure on her:
If my daughter is struggling, I’ll say I’m not going to bed. I can’t fall asleep.
And he’s like, it’s her problem to figure out. I’m like, wait, what? She’s our
daughter, but he’s snoring away. I do think definitely [men] can turn it off.
Participant D also touched on the difficulty that exists trying to balance home and work
life because of her need not to let people down:
I don’t want to let people down by not being where I feel I’m supposed to be, but
then I don’t want to let it down in my personal life too, so there is that struggle.
And my balances are probably still off on the work side versus the home site at
times.
When women do not fit the role of “traditional,” they often experience additional
stressors that make it even more difficult to balance home and work life. For example,
women of color, LGBTQ women, or single mothers face additional barriers and
insecurities when balancing everything. As an LGBTQ leader, Participant C discussed
the additional component of having to “come out” to her board prior to having her
children. As a principal in a conservative district, she has felt the need to be above
reproach in all areas. When she started a family, that burden weighed even heavier:
But then when you put little people into the world, you’ve committed to
something bigger than yourself. I also came out to a school board that was three
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Mormons out of five in a closed session so they wouldn’t be surprised if they
heard rumors that my family was having kids. I’m not sure how many
administrators have had to go to a closed session to come out. I just think that
when you, when you put kids into the mix, what I thought my work style would
be—now I just manage. I get out before they do; I do it early in the morning so
that I can watch their cross-country meets and go back to work or whatever. But I
think that was huge or else I probably could still be a workaholic and kind of the
worst way.
Participant A identified herself as a single mother for a portion of her career as a
principal. She detailed how difficult it can be for all women, particularly for those who
do not have an in-home coparent. She also worried about how difficult the principalship
is for new mothers:
When I was an assistant principal and had [my son], I was I think the only
administrator with a young kid for a while, like, and for certain the only principal
when I became a principal, all of the principals, their kids were older, many out of
the house. People did not get it at all. There was a chunk of time there where I
was a single mom too. It was not easy. I have had dozens of people tell me they
have no idea how I have a young family and do my job.
Participant A also discussed why parenting puts women at a disadvantage in the
workplace and worried about how difficult the principalship is for mothers:
There’s just not a lot of principals that have little kids. There’s just not, and it is
it’s hard, and balancing it is hard. I can’t work from 5 o’clock to 9 o’clock at
home every night because I have to make dinner, and I have to do laundry, and I
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have to help with homework, and I have to play a game, and I have to go for a
walk, and I have to do the things that moms do. I’ve got a lot of male
counterparts that can work harder than me in the evenings because they don’t
have those same responsibilities. The management we do to balance “momming”
and working in the midst of all of this is crazy. It really is. I don’t know that
we’re given a lot of credit for that. It shouldn’t be impossible to be a high school
principal and be a parent. It really shouldn’t be, and you will have less women in
these roles if that happens.
Some participants described sacrifices that they had to make to find a balance
between work and home. Participant F expressed guilt in rearranging her daughter’s life
so that she could go to school closer to Participant F’s site and described coming to terms
with what balance means for her:
My kids are at a level where my older two are in college and one’s in graduate
school. Now the other one is seven grade and special needs. I’ve rearranged her
life. I opened enrolled her to [School H] so I can have her come here if I have a
late night, which is terrible. . . . You know, they say live for the job or the job
helps you live or whatever . . . part of finding balance doesn’t mean it’s equal.
It’s finding the balance that you’re happy with.
Participant A reflected on the sacrifices in her career that have had to be made because
she attempted to balance motherhood and her professional life:
It’s almost like having kids slows you down and some ways, but also, that’s my
most important role . . . maybe it does slow you down and maybe that’s just part
of it. Maybe you can advance your career as much because you have other
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responsibilities and you’re not able to be on every committee or, always be the
most present person. Because I could be here around the clock if I didn’t have a
kid to deal with. I’ll be so sad, but I do think about when there’s no kids in the
house, how much more time I will have to devote to my career, which is a terrible
way to think of it.
The data between surveys and interviews was triangulated by comparing the data
as they relate to the self-sabotaging behaviors of holding back. Holding back was
identified by six participants in the survey and 10 participants in the interview. “I have
held back when I had the answer, question, or thought because I was concerned about
what other people think or the impression they will have of me” and “I have apologized
unnecessarily” were the top subcategories for the surveys, being identified seven times by
participants in the holding back category. These same subcategories ranked second and
fifth in the interviews, with 29 references from eight participants and four references
from two participants, respectively. “I felt insecure toward balancing work and family
obligations” was the top subcategory in the interviews and was referenced 42 times by all
10 participants. It was the second most referenced subcategory in the surveys with six
participant references. A summary of the data can be found in Appendix P, Q.1.
Not taking the time for reflection. Table 9 shows the findings from the not
taking the time for reflection category. The data indicate that this category was the
second highest self-sabotaging behavior category acknowledged by participants during
the interviews and was identified 50 times by 100% of the participants. I have not
allowed myself to experience down time was identified as the top behavior within the not
taking the time for reflection category with 28 references from 100% of the participants.
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Table 9
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Not Taking the Time for Reflection as Reported in
Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Not taking the time for reflection
self-sabotaging behavior subcategory
I have not allowed myself to experience down
time
I have not taken vacations when I could
I have held a grudge with someone
I have not allowed myself to mourn losses or cry
I have hated to be wrong
I have kept busy to avoid being alone
a

28

10

100

12
5
2
2
0

7
2
2
2
0

70
20
20
20
0

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

Participants shared that they do not feel like they can take vacations or experience
downtime because they constantly hold themselves to such high expectations. Participant
B discussed her desire to hold herself to the high standards that she expects from others:
There just hasn’t been a whole lot of that in the last 3 years. As far as me
personally, I do struggle with taking a vacation when I can, if it seems like it
might not be an appropriate time to other people, because I want to be able to hold
that standard and that expectations for others that I’m pulling them to as well.
Participant F echoed this sentiment, discussing the fact that the high expectations and
sense of ownership for her school prevented her from taking time off for fear of not being
able to obtain her vision:
I don’t know how people take all the vacations they take. I’ll I work on
weekends. I struggle to take the time, and I think it goes back to—I do feel like
this is MY school. It took until this year to feel like that, but I feel like I know
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where I want to head with it. I want it to meet that vision and it all goes back to
that perfectionist piece.
Participant C shared a similar viewpoint about the number of hours that she put into her
career:
If you would ask me early in my career that that being above reproach took a lot
of time and you know the work ethic that I think needs to happen to be above
reproach or to learn a new job is way more than what a typical job should be.
Participant E shared that even when she takes time, it’s been a process for her to be able
to experience downtime:
I think just taking time for me is a challenge. I will take vacations, but it’s always
geared to the family and you know, what does the family want to do? What’s best
for the kids? What’s best for all of those pieces, so I think finding what downtime
means to me has been a challenge.
The participants also discussed ways that the job infringed on their personal lives.
Even when they are taking time, they do not actually experience downtime. Participant C
shared how she fit her job into her home schedule by working in creative ways while
engaging in home activities:
I’ll do work in the car. Like, I’ll have meetings in the car, I’ll take a meeting and
leave a soccer field. If I need to do something for 15 minutes and I’ll come back
if there’s no other option. Trying to find that balance is something that has
resonated with me because it was critical.
Participant D shared similar experiences with taking work home:
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It’s interesting though, I was sick a couple weeks ago and I got sent home, but I
didn’t actually go home. And then the next day I took off and my assistant was
like, “What are pigs flying? You’re taking a day off?” So maybe I don’t have as
good of a work-life balance as I think I do. . . . I probably took a lot of things
home. You’re grading papers all the time, so I’d sit down at soccer practice with
my papers, and I would grade papers after they went to bed and, and really try to
maximize my time in the day when I was there so that I could devote that
uninterrupted time to them. I stayed up probably way too late on a lot of nights
just to get things done so that it wasn’t compromising their time.
Participant E also expressed some regret about the passing of her father. Even though she
immediately took the time to mourn his passing, she wondered whether she had done all
possible to see him leading up to his death because of the demands of the principalship:
My dad passed away about 3 years ago and that was something; it was a long
longish process, but when it was coming to the end, it was something where my
sisters had called to say I think it’s getting to the end and it was just . . . I hung up
the phone, booked the flight, and left. I rated myself in the middle there because I
do wonder, could I have done more to see him? Could I have when he was alive
and doing well? And so, the mourning process when it actually happened? Yes, I
took the time, but I reflected on, well, could I have done things differently prior to
that?
The women also reflected on the reactions of their family members when they were not
able to fully disconnect from work, which weighed heavily on their minds. Participant G
remembered a recent trip to Hawaii with her son and his family:
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My oldest son had asked me to go to Hawaii with them for a week with my
grandson who was 5. I talked to my superintendent and she agreed that I could
use that time, but it was the opening of school. We got there on Saturday and
then school opened on Wednesday. And I mean, I spent those days enjoying the
vacation, but I kept getting on my phone, talking to my secretary, talking to my
vice principal and then the day school opened I FaceTimed, and I couldn’t let it
go. It’s hard to let go. And I finally did realize what I was doing when my
daughter-in-law said, “Put your phone down.” I think a lot times female
administrators don’t tend to take the time they need, and when they do take time
off, they’re still heavily involved with their students and their teachers.
Participant A similarly received feedback from her family if she did not disengage with
work: “I was doing work all the time. And you know, you probably know how this feels
and [my son] would comment like, ‘Mom, you’re on your phone again.’” Other women
also commented on the negative physical impact of not being able to disengage from
work. Participant J described how quickly she felt that she needed to return to work after
having brain surgery:
When I had my brain surgery and I literally took 2 weeks off and I was a mess not
being at work. I was in no way ready to go back, but I think that also comes back
to being that kind of that control freak and learning, I’m trying to let other people
do what I do.
Participant J continued that sacrifices are necessary because her commitment to her
school and job are so high:
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Because if I’m not doing the job, nobody else is going to do it because everybody
else is perfectly fine taking time. I don’t think my current vice principal and
deputy principals have the same work ethic that I do. And I’m not saying it’s
right or it’s wrong. But it’s not the same as mine. And I can’t take time off when
kids are depending on us. I don’t know how people find that balance, especially
in a school like mine, where there is such a tremendous need. Taking time off
feels like a luxury I can’t afford.
The data between surveys and interviews were triangulated by comparing data
from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior of not taking the
time for reflection. For the interviews and survey, I have not allowed myself to
experience down time was the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory. In the
interviews, it was referenced 28 times by 100% of the participants, and in the survey, it
was identified by nine participants. The data are summarized in Appendix P, Q.2.
Dishonesty. Table 10 summarizes the data from interviews related to the selfsabotaging behavior category of dishonesty. Ten of the participants referenced the
category of dishonesty 47 times over the course of interviews. Within this category, the
most referenced subcategory was I remained silent in a situation when it would have been
best to speak up, which was referenced 20 times by eight of the participants.
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Table 10
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Dishonesty as Reported in the Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Dishonesty self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory
I remained silent in a situation when it would have
been best to speak up
I said “yes” to things when I actually wanted to
say “no”
I have been nice as a way to avoid confrontation
I took sides when I really wanted to stay neutral
a

20

8

80

15

9

90

9

5

50

0

0

0

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

Participants shared that as they advanced in their careers, saying “yes” to things they did
not want to participate in was a necessary part of the job in order to be a part of the team.
Participant E remembered being asked to coach the cheerleading team early in her career:
I think my career started with that. First year teaching I was suddenly the
cheerleading coach and it’s like, wait, what? Like, I was never a cheerleader in
my life. I don’t particularly like cheerleaders. So, it was one of those things.
And I just thought, you know, part of it was wanting to help.
Participant C shared similar feelings about saying “yes,” and teamwork: “I think we’ve
all said, ‘yes,’ to the things we really want to say ‘no’ to, because if your superintendent
asks you to run some committee, you’re not going to say no.” Participant D shared that
more than just being a team player, she felt that it was her responsibility to show her staff
that she values them and their programs. Unfortunately, this often leads her to sometimes
overextend herself:
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I think I say “yes” a lot of times and maybe it’s, “Hey, can you stop by here?”
“Hey, can you go to this event?” “Hey, can you do those things?” And probably
more so because yes, there are things you should do, but also because you want to
be supportive and not let people down or you want their program or them to feel
valued. Sometimes that can lead to overcommitment that makes it hard to have
some of that balance in my own life.
Participant F noted that saying “yes” was all about a woman’s need to prove herself to
her colleagues and wishing to live up to their expectations of her:
I think you say “yes” because you’re like, “Oh, well they’re asking me to do it, so
I probably should do it.” I think you do it because you go, “Oh, well they see
something in me, so I better show them that I do have that ability.” Maybe
they’re just picking on you because you’re new, but you’re like, “I must be good
at that” so, I think you’re trying to prove yourself a lot.
Participant H expressed a similar experience about saying “yes” in order to live up to
expectations:
People expect you to be able to say “yes” to a lot of things that includes
committees. That includes any night activity. I think in most districts, there’s
that rule of thumb of that when somebody asks you to do something, you can’t
really say “no.” And that’s tough because people will never admit that, but it’s
also true. There have been numerous times that I would say over the past 5 years
and even committees that I’m on right now that I wonder, “Why am I on this
committee?” This is not something that I’m passionate about, but I’m not going
to say “no.” I just do it and I suck it up, unfortunately.
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Participants also noted times when it was difficult to have conflict with others. When this
was discussed, women pointed out that they have found ways to confront conflict while
remaining nice. Participant C said, “I don’t like confrontation. I typically try to be really
nice about it.” Participant D said that being nice is not a way for her to avoid conflict but
is a way for her to navigate conflict more effectively:
I’ve figured out a way over the years to have those hard conversations, but still
not make it feel personal. That was something that was hard, I think at the
beginning of my career. It is better now to still set expectations, to still listen and
hear people to not waiver as much from my point, if it’s the direction we’re going,
but still, and still make people feel valued and heard, and maintain that positive
demeanor to where it, you know, maybe a professional disagreement or a agree to
disagree type of situation.
Participant F reflected that women in leadership roles sugarcoat difficult conversations to
fit into the social expectations of how a woman should behave: “Some people, well, I’ll
say people will sugarcoat something to avoid having to have the hard conversation. I
think females do it to not appear too hard.” Some participants shared that they have felt
the need to stay silent while others recognized that they sometimes are criticized for not
staying quiet. Participant B recognized that speaking out and having her voice heard was
something she needed to continue to work on:
I will say that staying silent was something that is a growth area for me, trying to
speak out more instead of just letting everybody else talk. Making sure that, that
my voice is heard in meetings all kinds of meetings with all different people.
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Conversely, Participant C reflected that her career might move in a more positive
direction if she did keep quieter, sharing that her assertiveness sometimes upsets people:
I probably should remain silent, and it would probably better me. But to me, I
have to be able to feel like I’ve made all the decisions and I’ve acted in a way that
is truly best for students, whether they’re just my students at my school or the
students across District E. So, I don’t remain silent, and I think that ticks people
off. Depending on their competence level, I think it makes people really
uncomfortable.
Participant I reflected on speaking out earlier in her career impacting her ability to move
forward. As a result, she silenced herself to fit into what people expect her to be as a
female leader:
I’ve been on that one spectrum of being a little more vocal. I think that’s why I
didn’t at times get a principal job at the other district. I think that’s why some
VPs don’t get to move up, and I think that’s why some principals who’ve been a
principal longer in the district haven’t moved up because maybe they say too
much the wrong way, or it’s the way they say it, because I’ve also learned to
really be careful . . . [But on the other side they tell me] “You tend to be quiet.”
“We need you to participate.” There’s got to be somewhat of a happy medium,
right? That happy medium depends on who the leader is in the room, asking for
the information I think, and how they personally can receive some of that
information. Because if they perceive everything as a strike against them or the
plan they’re developing, then that could go the wrong direction.

123

Participant J stated that she has become more silent as her career advanced because she
has adapted to her surroundings. She found that not speaking up is a method of selfpreservation:
I have a very, very overinvolved board member who has said and done things that
were tremendously inappropriate and unethical. The first couple of times, I
stomped my feet, you know, like, why is this happening? And now I know just to
keep quiet about it. I don’t say anything, because everybody knows what he’s
doing and it’s it doesn’t do me any good to say anything, but I have learned that
being honest doesn’t always help. . . . I just said that it’s self-preservation; there’s
times now where I just don’t say anything. . . . I’ve learned or have been trained
that you look the other way and you just don’t say anything. I keep quiet and I
don’t say anything because it’s better for me. But who knows, maybe it’s better
for me in this district. I think maybe that’s a self-preservation behavior on my
part is, you know, I’ve learned not to argue.
Participant A shared a story in which staying silent had a negative impact on her career
and mental health:
I was an assistant principal for 10 years of [School YY]. For the first 9, I worked
with a male counterpart and he belittled me for a lot of that time. So, when you
say things like being silent or being nice when probably I shouldn’t have, it came
to a massive head the last year. I should have dealt with it. If I had had more
courage, I would have dealt with it years prior. He was yelling at me in front of
kids. I burst into tears and I’m not one to burst into tears in the office. I had for
years, said “yes” to things like when he would tell me to do something that I
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didn’t think was really my responsibility to do. I would do it. I would not
confront him in meetings. I would not confront him when I heard him talking to
somebody else the way he shouldn’t, like our secretary.
I definitely would say there was a dishonesty, and I would say it hindered
my growth. I really would because we were just not on it. I don’t think he was
honest with me either. If he’d been honest with me way before, we would’ve
probably have had some things out, but we just didn’t because we didn’t. That’s
probably the best example I have of just kind of being small and being quiet when
I probably, and I would argue with him and stuff and meeting sometimes, but not
very often.
The data between the surveys and the interviews were triangulated by comparing
the data from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category
of dishonesty, which was identified by eight participants in the survey and 10 participants
in the interviews. For the interviews, I remained silent in a situation when it would have
been best to speak up was the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory with 20
references by eight participants. In the survey, I said ‘yes’ to things when I actually
wanted to say ‘no’ was the top self-sabotaging behavior category. A summary of the data
can be found in Appendix P, Q.3.
Misunderstanding oneself. Table 11 summarizes the data from interviews
related to the self-sabotaging behavior category of misunderstanding oneself. There were
10 participants who referred to misunderstanding oneself 36 times during the interview.
The highest referenced subcategory was I could not accept compliments or praise, which
was referenced 12 times by eight of the participants.
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Table 11
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Misunderstanding Oneself as Reported in the
Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Misunderstanding oneself
self-sabotaging behavior subcategory

12
11

8
5

80
50

I have been resistant to describe or talk about my
accomplishments to others for fear of
trumpeting ego
I have been reluctant to seek out feedback that
would help me improve

8

6

60

4

4

40

I did not accept parts of myself that needed
development

1

1

10

I could not accept compliments or praise
I have focused on a person criticizing me

a

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

The participants reported that accepting compliments or praise caused them discomfort.
Participant B shared,
I don’t think I do a good job of accepting compliments and praise. I just think it
makes me feel uncomfortable for whatever reason. I’m not sure exactly I haven’t
reflected on it. I just know sometimes I feel uncomfortable with that.
Participant J expressed a similar sentiment about receiving compliments:
I’m super uncomfortable taking compliments. I’m super uncomfortable taking
credit for work even if I know it’s my own. I’ll deflect and praise other people for
the work that I’ve done. Yeah, I don’t like being in the limelight. I’m not like,
oh, look at me, look what I did, which is ironic because I’m also super, super
competitive, to an unhealthy level competitive. But I don’t I think there’s a lot of
things that in my past, maybe other people took credit for or other people didn’t
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realize that I had done just because I didn’t say, “Hey, look at me, this is what I
did.” And I still struggle with that.
Some participants described deflecting praise to the larger team when compliments are
received. Participant E shared that she deflects praise because she feels her role and
success is achieved through a teamwork mentality:
I do tend to deflect those either making a joke or kind of saying something funny
about it, or also deferring to my team because it is a team approach. I don’t think
I ever have the successes alone. I don’t know if it’s the job itself in education.
It’s part of helping the teachers move forward is including them in the successes,
and they are part of it. I do know I deflect that more than say a man would.
Participant D discussed deflecting praise because she did not want to appear to be seeking
praise:
I think I’m not very good about [praise] even though you love to hear the
positives; I’m not good at selling myself or I would tend to defer to other people
that worked hard on, on something other than myself.
Participant G wanted all praise to be less about individuals and more about the school in
general:
I tend to not want to publish my successes, and oftentimes, I will lead other
people into showing our successes at our school rather than myself doing it. Has
it sabotaged my career? Maybe? I’ve always felt that the praise for our successes
belongs within the school and not just me.
The data between the surveys and the interviews were triangulated by comparing
the data from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category
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of misunderstanding oneself. Eighty percent of survey respondents and 100% of those
interviewed identified the misunderstanding oneself category. In both the survey and
interviews, I could not accept compliments or praise was the top self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory, having been identified by eight participants in the interviews and referenced
six times in the survey. In the survey, I have been resistant to describe or talk about my
accomplishments to others for fear of trumpeting ego was also one of the highest rated
self-sabotaging behavior subcategories. A summary of the data is shown in Appendix P,
Q.4.
Thinking too small. Table 12 summarizes the data from interviews related to the
self-sabotaging behavior category of thinking too small. This category was referenced 75
times during the interviews by 90% of the participants. The highest rated subcategory
within the thinking too small category was I often made perfection the standard in my
life, which was referenced 32 times by eight participants.

Table 12
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Thinking Too Small as Reported in the Interviews

Thinking too small self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory
I often made perfection the standard in my life
I did not have the courage to step out of my
comfort zone
I was not open to new experiences
I minimized my value (“I’m just a . . . ”)
I blamed others for why things aren’t going well
a

Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a
32
17

8
6

80
60

17
4
0

6
7
0

60
70
0

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.
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Women who focus on attaining perfection can engage in thinking too small.
Participant A stated that she has felt that female principals are more closely watched than
their male counterparts. As a result, they feel the need to overcompensate by trying to be
perfect in all aspects of their job:
I have always felt like [my job is] not sure. It always is a tough world out there; I
have at times felt like I had to do things more perfect than my male counterparts.
I felt like the world was a little less forgivable.
Participant C also shared that her sense of perfectionism has been developed out of fear
of keeping her job, which has been further complicated because she is an LGTBQ leader:
I think it all comes back to employment status and, and making sure that I remain
employed and in positive light, because being gay in a job that doesn’t have any
kind of tenure, everything I do has to be that much better because if somewhere,
someone were to find that incongruent with who they want to be employed or
who they want to supervise, then the more I screw up, the easier it is to get rid of
me. Back in the beginning, when I was closeted, if someone had wanted to out
me, then that would have been a whole other level. But that perfectionism, and
then the criticism that comes as a supervisor or as the instructional leader in a
school . . . that goes all the way back, but I think reputation and time in a
particular position lessens the feeling that you have to be perfect because you’ve
got a body of evidence that says you do your job well.
Participant F felt that her standard of perfection also had developed as a way to prove to
others that she can do the job:
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I guess on a perfectionist piece I want everything to be right on, so that for sure,
they feel that I can do the job, you know? When I first got here and that I was
telling you a principal had quit when that principal who quit happened to be
female. And there were literally some veteran staff members here who said, “Oh
yeah, our school can’t handle female principals.” That was my first year being
vice principal here or ever, and hearing that kind of resonated with me going, I
don’t know if this is the school for me.
Some women were able to identify that they stayed longer in a position because of
their need to try to make everything perfect. Participant I shared that she wanted to build
a reputation of good work, even if it meant staying at a school or in a position longer than
she should have:
The perfections stands right out—I’m a perfectionist. That’s every role I’ve been
in. I probably had stayed there, totally focused on making it perfect and trying to
get things all dialed in. At [School B], I stayed in a VP role. I didn’t even think
about, I probably thought about it a little bit being a principal, but at [School B], I
got a grant for safety. And so I had to stay to make it perfect. Make sure
everybody was dialed in. All the pieces were aligned up. Everybody was safe,
everybody was trained before I even would ponder, possibly moving on. I like
my work to be seen as top-notch.
Participant E reflected that her sense of perfectionism was a motivating trait in her youth
but has become a challenge since having a career and family:
The only one that really applies to me as the perfection one is that I am the
youngest of four girls, and there’s quite an age gap between us. I really had four
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mothers and was told a lot, “You will do this,” “We’re going here,” “We’re doing
this.” I think very early, I kind of wanted to change that and take control on my
own. So, I became a leader in high school; I did everything I could . . . editor of
the newspaper, president of student council, all of those things where I could lead,
I led because I wanted to prove to myself that I was capable of doing those things.
So that perfectionist quality definitely it was there, but it seemed to motivate me
more than hurt me until now where I have a family and a career. You realize,
well, maybe I can’t do this as perfectly as I wanted to.
Additionally, participants reported that thinking too small has crept into their
consciousness later in their career, manifesting as not stepping out of their comfort zone.
For Participant C, making a courageous career move is not worth the uncertainty for her
family:
I think that stepping out of my comfort zone now is one of the challenges I have
because of being a mom. I don’t want to actually miss my own children’s high
school or junior high school experience. To shift to a new job for me requires a
level of perfection and a level of effort that I’m not really willing to do right now.
I could see that in my future when they’re in college, but I don’t want to miss
what they’re doing now in sports, in the high school level. I think that that’s the
courage to step out knowing that there’s more that I don’t know.
Participant C also shared that moving to a system where she has not built a reputation
causes some anxiety about advancing in her career:
Honestly, being worried about moving into a system where I don’t have a
reputation that would protect you somewhat for, you know, the mistakes you
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make. And my high level of expectation of myself, of perfection sits in those
categories.
Participant D discussed not stepping out of her comfort zone because she has a desire to
do her job really well rather than to take on new responsibilities and potentially lose
control in the process:
I’m not super great with change. Once I’m doing something and I figured out a
way to do it well, I didn’t want to jump into something else. I wasn’t someone
who’s like, oh, I have a 1-, 3-, 5-year plan type of thing. . . . I have real control
issues, so I like to be in control of my situation. I like to have answers. I like to
help people.
Other participants discussed the fact that they do not want to take too many risks in their
position because their job constantly feels like it is on the line. Participant J expressed
this sentiment: “As a VP, I never felt like my job was on the line as a principal. You
have to worry about that constantly. I don’t like that feeling of uncertainty.”
The data between the surveys and the interviews were triangulated by comparing
data from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category of
thinking too small. The thinking too small category was referenced by eight participants
in the survey and nine in the interviews. Both the interviews and survey identified I often
made perfection the standard in my life as the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory,
which was identified by eight of the participants a total of 32 times in interviews and by
seven of the participants seven times in the survey. A summary of the data can be found
in Appendix P, Q.5.
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Fear and worry. Table 13 presents a summary of the data from interviews
related to the self-sabotaging behavior category of fear and worry. This category was
referenced 70 times by nine of the participants and was the sixth highest referenced selfsabotaging behavior. I often made perfection the standard in my life was the highest
referenced self-sabotaging behavior subcategory in interviews. It was referenced 32
times by 80% of the participants.
Table 13
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Fear and Worry as Reported in the Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Fear and worry self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory

a

I resisted change
I mulled over my mistakes

18
13

6
5

60
50

I feared being rejected
I feared looking stupid
I felt like an impostor on the job
I became anxious when thinking about a change in
my career
I felt out of control in an unfamiliar situation

12
9
8
2

6
3
4
2

60
30
40
20

1

1

10

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

Some participants described a reluctance to seek changes in their careers.
Participant A shared that she would not have applied for her current position had a person
of authority not persuaded her to do so:
I would not have applied for this job if they had not asked me to, which is so
interesting. Our current superintendent, [DDD], came in and met with me, and
she said, “Hey, are you not applying for [School W]?” I’m like, “Oh no.” She
broke it down with me for like an hour, and I remember going home and thinking,
why do I not think I could do that?
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Participant A also expressed misgivings about resisting a change in her career to move to
the Human Resources Department at the district office:
But I would say if it wouldn’t have been [XXX], I still probably wouldn’t have
applied for the job, even though I firmly believe that this district needs a female
on the HR, on the certificate side of HR, I think there’s things that they don’t get.
I’m going to have to get through some things to even feel like I can apply over
there. I have room to grow still. I think there’s some things I need to change, but
I also think I’m going to have to have more confidence in who I am and what I’ve
done to feel like I can do that.
Many of the participants expressed similar feelings about not wanting to take the step into
the principalship prior to becoming principals. Participant D shared that her career was
stalled for initially expressing that she did not want to be a principal:
[The superintendent] asked about the principal job, and I was like no, that’s not a
job I would ever want to have. For me it wasn’t necessarily like I’m not super
into the titles, so I didn’t need that. I didn’t feel like because I was an assistant
principal, I wasn’t able to have a voice or a value in that respect. And really it
was one step more removed from kids, which wasn’t something I was really
seeking out at the time. I didn’t know that my conversation with him would kind
of impact my journey and it did. At the time there was another assistant principal
who a job came open in a former district. He applied for it, which showed he
wanted to be a principal. Then a principal in our district was out on an injury, so
they moved him, even though he hadn’t been in the district very long into that
interim role. And I thought, well, you didn’t even ask me. But I don’t know, to
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be honest, it was a pretty half-hearted attempt on my behalf because I really was
conflicted. I was very loyal to the school I was at, and I didn’t really know if I
wanted to take that role. I did not get the position and that was kind of a blow to
the ego in some respects, because I knew I was really qualified for it, but I was
still where I wanted to be. But then I think because I had expressed that I didn’t
want to be principal, that kind of had started a chain, right. [The superintendent
said] “You just didn’t recognize your own leadership qualities and that they were
transferable from one school to another. You didn’t see how that could be.” I
don’t know that I didn’t see it. Since I didn’t really know that I wanted the job—
that buck stops with you, you have the final say, and it’s one more step removed
from kids. I just didn’t know if that was what I wanted. So that was kind of one
of those examples of how minimizing my own qualities. I’d be open to things
probably, maybe put me on a different path than what I would have been on. I
really don’t like to look foolish at all. And I’ve had to come out of my comfort
zone so many times, especially in this role, giving presentations and speeches and
my graduation speech when I [lost] my page [and had to wing it]. And so many
things that, you know, you look back on and you think, okay, that was a growth
experience, but in the moment, I just want to shrink up into a ball and cry.
Participant J also described how she had no desire to move into the principalship, which
led to frustration by her mentors:
I think had I not been forced to become a principal, I would have been at vice
principal forever. Yeah. I really, really liked being a vice principal. I liked
having a lot more interactions with kids then with the adults. . . . There’s a reason
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I stayed at vice principal for like 15 years. Nobody does that, right? Really, the
thought is that if you become a VP, you want to be a principal. I never wanted to
be a principal. Like I really, really would have been perfectly comfortable being a
vice principal. And I, my principal prior to, in my last district where I was for 5
years where I had a strong principal, she never had anybody as a principal more
than 3 years before they became a principal. And she was very frustrated with me
not trying to become a principal.
Participants also described mulling over their mistakes and the impact that had on the
psyche. Participant A recounted a recent story about mistakes she perceived she had
made during a district meeting:
I will beat myself up for a half a day about, did you say that the right way?
Should you have said it differently? Should you have allowed somebody else to
say it? Should you like all I’ll go on and on and on in my mind. Generally
speaking, I don’t need anybody else to tell me because now I’m going to go into
the next meeting totally figuring out what I did wrong. I was driving back from
the district office yesterday, sort of irritated with myself about one thing I said; I
should also think about all of the things that I accomplished in that meeting
yesterday. I should list my positives and my deltas, just like I would tell kids to
do after an event. But I tend to just look at the deltas, like, what do you need to
change the next time you do that? And there’s probably a fair amount of negative
self-talk in there that if I really wanted to be more authentic with who I am, I
would need to figure out how to do that better.
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Participant C expressed a similar tendency to mull over mistakes, citing that the fear of
looking stupid comes from a fear of losing her livelihood. As an LGBTQ leader, she
constantly feels that she cannot make mistakes for fear of losing her job:
I completely have a fear of looking stupid because I think when you look stupid
or you make mistakes that someone else could think are stupid. I think that that
brings an enormous amount of criticism, and criticism could bring about
evaluation and about evaluation could take you to an improvement plan to
improve. A plan could take you to, you know, by March 15th, we no longer want
your services. So that is certainly one that fits into me. I think the other one that
is very linked to that is I’m all over my mistakes.
Participant E shared her thought process as she mulls over mistakes and tries to take
ownership over issues that may need to be fixed:
I think, oh shoot. What did I do wrong? How do I fix that the next time? I think
it’s what everybody does when you do something wrong. Instead of blaming
somebody else, I look at what I’ve done. How do we change that in the future?
Because I have to do that a little more frequently because I do tend to jump and
act and do something. There’s usually thought that goes into it first, but I’m not
one to wring my hands and [think] I don’t know which way to go. And, what do I
do? I do it knowing there are going to be some things we haven’t done so I have
to fix them.
The data between the surveys and the interviews were triangulated by comparing
data from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category of
fear and worry. Fear and worry was referenced by 10 participants in the survey and nine
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participants in the interviews. For interviews, I resisted change was the top selfsabotaging behavior subcategory referenced. It was identified 18 times by six of the
participants. In the survey, I mulled over my mistakes was the top self-sabotaging
behavior subcategory and was identified by nine of the participants. A summary of the
data can be found in Appendix P, Q.6.
Isolating. Table 14 presents a summary of the data from interviews related to the
self-sabotaging behavior category of isolating. Isolating was referenced 30 times by nine
of the participants during the interviews. The subcategory that was the highest rated
within the isolating category was I have been afraid to reach out to people I didn’t already
know. It was referenced 18 times by eight participants during the interviews.

Table 14
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Isolating as Reported in the Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Isolating self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory

a

I have been afraid to reach out to people I didn’t
already know
I was unaware of the types of support needed to
move ahead in my career

18

8

80

8

4

40

I felt guilty about taking up too much of people’s
time

3

3

30

I relied only on networking upstream

1

1

10

I have relied exclusively on female mentors

0

0

0

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

The participants stated that during their careers, they frequently did not reach out
or network with people not within their immediate circle. Participant I said that she “Is
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not the networking type.” Participant A said that for her, this was due to her own
insecurities about meeting new people:
I’m always nervous about first impressions. I’m always nervous about that. Like,
are they going to like me? Am I going to be too much? So, when we keep getting
all these new district office people, I’m always like, oh boy, here we go. I am
nervous about that, but I think that’s probably just more my personality than
anything else. I don’t come across as shy, but when it’s new, I don’t always like
to put myself out there.
Participant D described having a strong network within her own district but not having
the same relationships outside of her district:
I have a good web within our district. I don’t know that I have that so much
outside of our district. Probably a couple that you’ve just known over time. I
don’t know that the networking is that strong.
Participant E shared that for her, networking felt forced and had a negative connotation:
I definitely struggled with, in terms of it comes more from, it always feels so
slimy. It feels schmoozy and you know, reaching out to people, I don’t know.
Yeah. That I haven’t found a way to, you know, even going to conferences, they
kind of force it upon you now with all of the different strategies. It’s definitely
not a comfort zone for me. I will do it when I’m forced. And I will; I think my
strategy has been, again, it gets back to the whole behavior when it’s for helping
somebody or the school. I’m definitely fine reaching out for that, but when it’s,
for me personally, I struggle more with that.
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Participant G said that although she does not network outside of her district enough, she
has seen the positive impact of developing those relationships: “I would say reaching out
to network outside of your district is probably one of the things that I don’t do enough,
but the times I’ve done it has helped me.”
The data between the surveys and the interviews were triangulated by comparing
data from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category of
isolating. The most highly referenced subcategory in interviews was I have been afraid
to reach out to people I didn’t already know, referenced 18 times by eight participants,
and it was referenced five times in the survey. In the survey, I felt guilty about taking up
too much of people’s time was the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory. It was
referenced six times by six participants. A summary of the data can be found in
Appendix P, Q.7.
Disempowering other women. Participants identified disempowering other
women as one of the least experienced self-sabotaging behaviors. It was referenced by
60% of participants only 10 times during interviews. The most referenced subcategory
within the disempowering other women category was I have felt jealous of other women
who have made. Table 15 presents a summary of the data.
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Table 15
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Disempowering Other Women as Reported in the
Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Disempowering other women
self-sabotaging behavior subcategory

a

I have felt jealous of other women who have made
it
I have held women to a higher standard at work
than men
I have talked behind a woman’s back

7

4

40

2

1

10

1

1

10

I have felt too busy to help other women

0

0

0

I thought, “Why should I help other women since
I did it the hard way?”

0

0

0

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

Participants expressed a sense of jealousy not about women in general but about
those who have been able to advance their careers and do not have children.
Participant A admitted that she finds herself judging women in higher level positions
because they do not have the added complication of balancing motherhood and their
careers:
I do think there is some jealousy related to women who are able to do their careers
without the burden of a family. I, and maybe I’m a little judgy about them. I’m
just being honest. I’m a little judgy, like yeah, of course you’re doing this job at
this age because you didn’t have to take care of anybody. But definitely I do have
moments where I’m like, man, you’ve had it easier than I have and it doesn’t
make them less accomplished. It doesn’t make them, their life path was just
different, but it there’s a, I would say it’s a jealousy, a little bit of like, and I don’t
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even know if I want those jobs. I know I can’t do it right now because my life
doesn’t work that way right now.
Participant D also found herself jealous of women who can take on challenges and
advance their careers: “I’ve probably been most envious if you would say of certain
women that are just able to take that next challenge.” Participant H shared that there is
often jealousy and competition with women in the workplace and that some women
overcompensate as a result:
I’ve noticed just about myself personally, is that I feel like there’s an unspoken,
unwritten competition with females in leadership roles. I think that there’s some
women that are not willing to help others because of jealousy. I think women get
jealous a lot more than men do. I think that there’s women that act like they have
the knowledge and want to overtalk and overpower somebody instead of just
listening and taking it all in.
The data between the surveys and the interviews were triangulated by comparing
data from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category of
disempowering other women. The top rated self-sabotaging behavior subcategory in the
interviews was I have felt jealous of other women who have made it, and the most
referenced in the survey was I have talked behind a woman’s back. The subcategory of I
have felt jealous of other women who have made it was referenced seven times by four
participants in interviews, and the subcategory of I have talked behind a woman’s back
was identified four times by four participants in the survey. A summary of the data is
provided in Appendix P, Q.8.
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Infusing sex/gender role confusion. The least referenced self-sabotaging
behavior category was infusing sex/gender role confusion. A summary of the data related
to the category of infusing sex/gender role confusion is provided in Table 16. Three
participants identified this category a total of five times during the interviews. I have
squashed my natural feminine qualities was the most frequently referenced subcategory
with one participant referencing it three times.

Table 16
Subcategories of Self-Sabotaging Behavior of Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion as Reported in
the Interviews
Number of participants of behaviors
reported in interviews
Referenced
n
%a

Infusing sex/gender role confusion
self-sabotaging behavior subcategory
I have squashed my natural feminine qualities
I have dressed sexy at work
I have exhibited girl-like behaviors such as
twirling my hair or using baby talk
I have exhibited male-like qualities that aren’t part
of my natural personality
I have flirted at work
I have used prosodic speech or speech patterns
(“Valley girl,” uptalk, vocal fry)
a

3
1
1

1
1
1

10
10
10

0

0

0

0
0

0
0

0
0

Percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

The participants discussed feeling judged in the workplace because they looked a
certain way or did not fit the social construction of what it means to be feminine.
Participant A described these feelings of judgement: “I will say that I feel like there are
times where I am judged because I wear eye lashes and dresses and don’t choose to be
kind of demure.” Participant J shared that she felt judged in the workplace because
people expect her to be maternal and soft when she feels that she cannot be that way
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without being taken advantage of. She described having to squash her natural feminine
tendencies to be nurturing to gain the respect of her colleagues:
I’m a strong woman, and I am who I am. And I remember when I first got hired
at this job and I had to start holding some people accountable. I mean, we were
terrible school, something had to happen [to turn things around]. I had a teacher
come and she was like, “I don’t understand, we hired a woman. I thought, oh,
good. Finally, someone who’s going to be soft and caring and nurturing.” And I
am those things in my family. But I can’t always be that at work. And I think
that is something I’ve struggled with is trying to find that balance between
[having] a very tough exterior when I’m at work because it’s not really who I am.
And I think why now I can come off as really mean when that’s not my intent, but
if I softened myself at all, I feel like people take immediate advantage of that.
The hard thing is what people think of female leaders should look like; there
should be a softness or there should be a, you know, and I’m super motherly.
Like the kids will tell you that. But I can’t, I can’t beat that because I don’t know
how to, and I’m sure there’s a way to do it effectively. I’m sure there’s other
females who have figured out how to do it with the softness and the kindness that
I’m not good at. But I just find when I try to do that, then my message falls flat.
The data between the surveys and the interviews were triangulated by comparing
data from the survey and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category of
infusing sex/gender role confusion. Within this category, the subcategory of I have
squashed my natural feminine qualities was identified by one participant in the interview
and one in the survey. In the survey, the subcategories of I have exhibited girl-like
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behaviors such as twirling my hair or using baby talk and I have flirted at work were
referenced by two participants. A summary of the data can be found in Appendix P, Q.9.
Research Question 2: Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
The second research question asked, “What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors
have on the leadership careers of female secondary principals?” The survey specifically
explored whether or not self-sabotaging behaviors caused an impact on the career
development of female secondary principals as well as the type of impact they
experienced in their attempts to advance their careers. The researcher used the interviews
to determine which self-sabotaging behaviors had the largest impact on women
attempting to advance their careers. The following sections present the findings from the
surveys and the interviews.
Quantitative Data Analysis and Presentation
The researcher analyzed the survey results to determine the frequency of each
rating for each of the participants’ belief that behaviors impact career development. To
understand the overall impact, the ratings that defined agree were strongly agree, agree,
and agree somewhat. The ratings that defined disagree were disagree somewhat,
disagree, and strongly disagree. As Figure 2 indicates (repeated for ease of reference),
60% of female secondary principals agreed that some self-sabotaging behaviors had an
impact on their career development while 40% disagreed that they had an impact.
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Figure 2. Participants’ belief that behaviors impact career development.

Qualitative Data Analysis and Presentation
During interviews, the top five self-sabotaging behaviors identified by female
secondary principals based on survey results were reviewed. Participants were asked to
select the top two behaviors from the list of five that they believed had the greatest
impact on women attempting to promote within their careers. As indicated in Table 17,
90% of female secondary principals identified holding back as the top self-sabotaging
behavior. The second highest ranked self-sabotaging behavior as identified by 60% of
the female secondary principals was fear and worry. Table 17 outlines the data from the
interviews.
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Table 17

g

Participants Top Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories They Believe Have the Most Impact on
Women Promoting
Self-sabotaging behavior
Holding back
Fear and worry
Dishonesty
Lack of self-reflection
a

na

% of participants

9
6
3
1

90
60
30
10

Number of participants who selected the self-sabotaging behavior.

The interview process was designed to understand the type of impact selfsabotaging behaviors had on participants’ career development. During interviews,
participants shared examples of how their upbringing, career experiences, and societal
expectations contributed to their own self-sabotage. Participant J discussed the part that
society plays in self-sabotage:
I don’t think that women self-sabotage themselves as much as the system puts
them in a position to self-sabotage. I think there’s a myriad of ways of unspoken
rules. You know, if I get upset I’m being hysterical or, oh, it’s PMS, oh. Or, you
know, you didn’t get enough sleep. If a man gets upset, it’s coming from a place
of power. And that’s hard. . . . So it’s, it’s a constant conundrum of, you know,
trying to fit into, to what is normal for me.
Fifty-eight percent of participants indicated that self-sabotaging behaviors had negatively
impacted their ability to advance in their career and adversely affected their mental and
physical health.
Negative impact on career development. The principals discussed how selfsabotaging behaviors have negatively impacted their career development. Participant H
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shared that she has experienced a block in career opportunities because she is too
assertive and vocal and has since silenced herself as a result:
I think that I’m a little different in that I’m a pretty strong opinionated female in
the fact that I say what’s on my mind, and I do what’s in the best interest for
students and that has gotten me in trouble, and it has got my hand slapped a
couple of times. With that being said, it’s also humbled me a little bit because
just recently in the past year or 2, I’ve wanted some upward movement that I did
not get nor was I even offered or thought about when I inquired about that.
Participant I discussed how she watched several women in her district be held back from
career advancement by not properly reflecting on how their behaviors are perceived by
district leadership:
I’ve been on that one spectrum of being a little more vocal. I think that’s why I
didn’t at times get a principal job at the other district. And I think that’s why
some VPs don’t get to move up. And I think that’s why some principals who’ve
been a principal longer in the district haven’t moved up because they’re maybe
they say too much the wrong way.
Participant A shared a story in which her self-sabotaging behavior led to an
uncomfortable situation with a colleague that could have been avoided had she had more
confidence and spoken up for herself. She reported that she stayed in this negative space,
perhaps pausing professional growth:
I should have dealt with it. If I had had more courage, I would have dealt with it
years prior. He then like, I mean, he was yelling at me in front of kids. I burst
into tears, like, and I’m not like a burst into tears in the office, but I think it was
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just like the dam broke. I excused the kids from my office. I told him to get out
of my office. I grabbed all of my stuff and left campus. I called [YYY’s]
secretary. And I said, you let him know that I will not come back to campus
without walking straight into his office and having a meeting about what just
happened. . . . I had for years [sat by and said nothing, but] I felt like some of
these things happened in front of my male boss and nothing happened. I
questioned myself in the way I was being treated because I felt like other people
were observing it and no one was saying or doing anything.
Negative impact on physical and mental health. Self-sabotaging behaviors can
have a negative impact on a woman’s overall well-being both mentally and physically.
The participants shared their experiences related to feelings of not being able to be
themselves, feelings of stress or anxiousness, and serious health concerns. Participant J
pointed out that she often does not feel like she can be herself because society expects
that leaders are not emotional:
I try to take any emotion out of decisions that I make which is super hard, because
I’m super emotional. I’m like a wear my heart on my sleeve kind of thing. My
face like gives away every single emotion. Even when I’m trying really hard to
be completely vanilla, like it still doesn’t work for me.
Participant F described similar experiences with being expected not to show emotion and
feeling frustrated when she is not allowed to be vulnerable:
Our staff experienced a loss [of another staff member], and the chaplain was upset
that I spoke to the staff because I got emotional and I’m like, no, but they need to
see we’re vulnerable. You know what, if they can’t respect that I’m human. . . . I
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think that’s part of the problem of [teachers] trusting us is guys, I’m human. I
quit acting like I don’t have an emotion in my body because I have a title.
Similarly, Participant J reported that she feels exhausted and paralyzed sometimes after
having to be a different person at work than when at home:
I have to have such a hard shell all the time. And then when I get home, I don’t
want to be that person at all; it’s almost paralyzing and I can’t even say what we
want for dinner.
Participant D shared that she has been forced to develop in the area of reaching out for
help because “I just hit my limit and my health was suffering. It became something
where I didn’t have a choice.” Similarly, Participant J shared that the stress of her job
impacts her physical health, leading to weight gain and an aneurysm from which she
returned to work only 2 weeks after brain surgery:
I’ve gained 50 pounds since I became a principal, so I know that I’m
compensating in other areas. I overeat when I’m stressed, and I recognize that I
suffer from chronic migraines, and I actually had to have surgery my 1st year for
an aneurysm. So, I don’t take very good care of myself.
Participant E worried about how some of her unhealthy work habits, like always saying
“yes,” might impact her daughter who is closely watching her navigate professional
situations:
I think the older you get and when you have kids and you have a daughter
suddenly, it’s like, no, no, no, you shouldn’t be saying “yes” to everything—
trying to teach her that is maybe trying to get the skills that I lacked.
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Participant E has also found herself struggling to figure out what down time looks like:
I don’t do down time. Well, I think that has been my struggle. Like even, you
know, everybody says, take a bath. I’m like, oh my God, I hate that. I don’t like
silence. I don’t enjoy quiet. I think finding what down time means to me has
been a challenge. . . . I think quiet makes me uncomfortable. I try to figure out,
well, what, how do I recharge? How do I get that time to focus?
Participant E also described the physical impact of self-sabotaging behaviors that have
developed over her career, as she tries to now overcome severe back pain:
My back hurts or, you know, like those things I’m getting better at, in the past 6
months. But I think, again, it wasn’t a magic. It was necessity; it was health. It
was, you know, I am physically in pain at this point. I have to change something.
Research Question 3: Strategies to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
The third research question asked, “What strategies did female secondary
principals use throughout their leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging
behaviors?” Through the interview process, the researcher wanted to identify the
strategies that participants used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. The strategies
were organized into themes that were in alignment with the nine domains of women’s
personal power.
Qualitative Data Analysis and Presentation
Table 18 outlines the data for the effective power domain strategies that
correspond to the nine self-sabotaging behaviors. For each self-sabotaging behavior
category, the participants were asked to share strategies that they used to overcome any
self-sabotaging behaviors within the categories.
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Table 18
Effective Power Domain Strategies for All Self-Sabotaging Behaviors

a

Power domain strategy

References

na

% of participants

Cultivating self-intimacy
Honest self-expression
Recognizing women’s unique destiny
Building a power web
Owning all of oneself
Inspiring other women
Acting with confidence
Embracing one’s sexuality
Constructive preparation

117
82
80
71
49
40
38
7
6

10
10
10
10
10
10
10
5
2

100
100
100
100
100
100
100
50
20

Number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy.

All participants identified strategies within the following nine power domains:
building a power web, cultivating self-intimacy, constructive preparation, acting with
confidence, inspiring other women, and honest self-expression. Cultivating self-intimacy
was referenced the most with 117 references from 100% of the participants. Honest selfexpression was the second most referenced power domain strategy with 82 references
followed by recognizing women’s unique destiny with 80 references, building a power
web with 71 references, all referenced by 100% of the participants.
Cultivating self-intimacy. Three strategies emerged from interviews as ways
participants overcame the self-sabotaging behavior of lack of self-reflection. They
included engaging in strategic self-reflection, finding a balance between work and home
life, and employing self-care strategies. The strategies and their frequency are
summarized in Table 19.
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Table 19
Strategies Used to Address a Lack of Self-Reflection

a

Strategy

Frequency

Na

% of
participants

Engaging in strategic self-reflection
Finding a balance between work and home life
Employing self-care strategies
Total

49
43
25
117

9
10
9

90
100
90

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Engaging in strategic self-reflection appeared 49 times by 90% of the participants.
Participants described taking to heart the feedback of people whom they respected and
filtering out the feedback from people who were not interested in their growth as a
professional. Participant A expressed that she seeks feedback from respected individuals
to actively self-reflect in a productive way:
I also think I want to continue to seek out feedback, but not just from anybody,
from people who I really respect. We have a new gal in our district that I really
like, and I just respect her candidness. . . . Somebody like her looking at me and
telling me something about myself would be way more meaningful to me. I
continue to seek that out.
Participant C shared a similar sentiment regarding strategically choosing people she
esteems to seek feedback from and using allies to cross-reference feedback that is given:
I have to hold the person criticizing me to a high [standard]. They have to be
reputable to me, and they have to be someone that I have utmost respect for. If I
hold you in high respect and you tell me that something isn’t going right, then I
perseverate on it until I can figure out how to fix it. If I get negative feedback or
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constructive criticism, then I think I go to those trusted allies and say, okay, like,
you’re going to be honest with me.
Participant C continued sharing how she approaches seeking feedback from others:
I love the feedback for growth. I think I am pretty picky on who it comes from
and I don’t mean picky in [the type of feedback], it all impacts me. So anytime
you have any feedback, positive or negative impact, I would say, I feel like if it
came from someone that I was really respected and admired and it was negative, I
would probably take that to heart a lot more.
Participant B felt that she has had to become more accustomed to accepting feedback as
an administrator than earlier in her career and that doing so is a constant process of
growth and self-exploration:
I focus on parts of myself that need to be developed and by accepting the
feedback I’ve been more open to that as administrator than, I think I was as a
teacher, because I think there’s so many jumps in the job. . . . You have to be able
to accept feedback and always try to get better. And, and I don’t think that stops
at year 3 or 5 or 10. I think that should be always that growth mindset should
always be there. I’ve gotten better at that. I wasn’t very good at it. And I’ve
gotten better at it
Finding balance between work and home life was referenced 43 times in 100% of
the interviews as a strategy to overcome a lack of self-reflection. Participant A shared
how she intentionally included her son in some of her work events and was transparent
about the importance of her role as a mother:
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I think I’m just more transparent about like, I’m going to pick up my kid, I’m a
mom, or I bring [my son] to football games so I will bring him intentionally to
some stuff so people can see.
Participant B described not only finding her balance but also finding it helpful to support
other women in finding a balance between work and home, as well:
I think even just having those conversations about balancing personal and
professional life with women, especially as they have younger kids and they’re
trying to make it all happen and still spend as much time as maybe their male
counterparts. I think having those conversations that they can make it work and
being open to helping them and supporting them and showing them how in their
position, how we can support and adjust, adjust to their schedules so that they are
still working hard and, and helping out the school and doing their job, but also
they’re able to manage their home life at the same time.
Participant C also found her own balance, modeled the expectation of balance and
supported her staff in finding it, and accepted grace from her superiors: “For me that
flexibility and that grace and that support is a mirror to the district office and what I give
my own staff.” Creating this space for family allowed Participant C to not feel insecure
or guilty about taking the time for her family that she needs.
Participants also described becoming more proficient in their executive
functioning skills as a way to find a balance between work and home. Participant C
manages her time so that she can be present at her childrens’ events and not feel guilty
for missing major events: “I manage, I get out before they do, I do it really early in the
morning so that I can watch their cross country meets and go back to work.” Similarly,
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Participant D stayed up late so that she could be present for her family and still fulfill her
work obligations:
I really tried to maximize my time in the day when I was there so I could devote
that uninterrupted time to them and stayed up probably way too late on a lot of
nights just to get things done so it wasn’t compromising their time.
Participant E shared that she makes lists, and once the list is at capacity, she reaches out
for help to maintain her balance:
I’m a list person. I think when I get to that capacity, I write it down and say,
okay, it is not possible for me to add something else to this. And so I do, when
I’m in a good place in a clear head, [I say,] “Okay, I’m there.” I will tell the
people around me, I’m at my limit. I can’t possibly do something else.
Participants also discussed employing self-care strategies as a way to combat
lacking in self-reflection. This strategy was mentioned 25 times by 90% of the
participants. Participant A has found journaling to be a useful self-care strategy to
overcome a lack of self-reflection: “I would also say I try to keep track of my own
growth. I journal, and I write about knowing when I handled the situation I was worried
about and it came, it was positive in the end.” She also reported that not having email on
her personal cell phone has been an effective strategy:
I don’t have my email pushed to my work or to my personal phone anymore. I
used to have notifications every time I got an email. [I realized] this is not
healthy. This is not a healthy way to live.
Participant B suggested that exercise allows her time to be more reflective about her life
and work:
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As far as self-care, I like to work hard, so I’m lucky. I don’t mind working hard,
but for self-care, I get up every morning to exercise, get up before 4:30, every
single morning. I don’t like it, but I feel better. And that’s my peace. That’s my
self-care that I do for myself. And it makes me feel better.
Participant I also shared that “Sometimes I go for a run, sometimes I go and debrief what
I was just told with either another VP—depends on what it is. Sometimes it’s the
director, sometimes it’s my poor husband.” She found self-care in exercise and
discussion with those she is close to.
Participant E has started going to therapy as a self-care strategy, which allows her
to work through many of her daily stressors through deliberate self-reflection. She can
work with the therapist on healthy ways to handle the stress: “I go to therapy. I’ve also
been practicing delegating some of those skills through the therapy, working on the
letting go, that somebody else can do it. It may not be perfect, and that’s definitely a
process.” Through the process of therapy, Participant E tries to take time exclusively for
herself:
I did do this recently. It was my 50th birthday, and I went away without kids,
without my husband. I went back to see my family and went to the Patriots
football game and just did things that I wanted to do, and so that was great.
Participant H has found it effective to take vacations when she needs them, as well, and
releases herself from guilt when she needs to take the time:
I’m big on my family. Most of them live back in Illinois. I’m big on, hey, if I
have to fly back, I take the time off and I do it, and I don’t feel bad about it. I
used to worry about it, and this is going to happen. This is going to happen. I
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don’t feel bad about it. I’ve worked hard. I’ve got plenty of days. I’m not going
to take them all at once, but I’ve got things to do. . . . Self-care is a huge part for
everyone, and I’m big on it with the teachers, too.
Honest self-expression. When participants discussed overcoming the selfsabotaging behavior of dishonesty, two strategies emerged during the qualitative
interviews with female secondary principals: return to, or focus on personal values, and
establishing and holding true to personal boundaries. Table 20 shows the frequency of
this strategy as it emerged during interviews.

Table 20
Strategies Used to Address the Category of Dishonesty

a

Strategy

Frequency

Na

% of
participants

Return to, or a focus on, personal values
Establishing and holding true to personal boundaries
Total

52
30
82

10
10

100
100

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

A return to, or focus on, personal values was referenced 52 times by 100% of the
participants as a way to overcome dishonesty. Participant A stopped being dishonest
about her dual role as mother and principal and grounded herself in what she valued:
I think every time do a family thing that I realized that how important that stuff is
to me; I don’t worry about how quickly my career is or isn’t moving. I think I
ground myself in the choices that I made. I wanted to be a mom, that was a real
choice. It wasn’t like [my son] was an accident, you know, I wanted to be a mom.
And so, I think that I just remind myself of that.
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When trying to combat remaining silent, Participant C reported that she no longer
remains silent unless it matches her personal values to do so:
I have to be able to feel like I’ve made all the decisions and I’ve acted in a way
that is truly best for students, whether they’re just my students at my school or the
students. If something can’t be done or it’s not good for students [I can’t stay
silent]. And so, I keep asking that question, “So how do we think this is good for
students?”
Participant C continued, “I think all of it is you kind of have to decide what’s important
because I also think there’s that masking that happens.” Participant F also [found herself
using her personal values to find confidence in her decisions:
And I don’t know, but I’m confident in if I’m doing it about kids that’s what it
comes down to. Is it best for kids? So, I’ve kind of almost used that to conquer
any kind of worries. I think I have to always anchor myself [in my values] and
then I don’t take it home with me as much.
Participant H challenged herself and her staff each day to make an impact on students.
When she reflects and finds that she is holding true to her values, she feels more
confident in speaking up and making the decisions that she needs to make each day:
One of the things that I do every day when I leave this parking lot is sit in my car
and I’m like, what impact did I make today? And I named something that I did.
And if I can’t name something, then I’m going to say, what impact am I going to
make tomorrow? Because there’s got to be something that you did for students
that day that made that impact. I think that when you immediately give yourself
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that gratification, it’s like, okay, this is a good job. You’re making an impact and
you’re making that difference.
Ten principals identified establishing and holding true to personal boundaries as a
strategy used to overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of dishonesty, referencing it 30
times during the interviews. Participant F set boundaries for herself when she did not
agree with the leadership strategies of those in positions of power. She shared, “I wasn’t
going to just put up with a leader that didn’t want to lead. And so that’s pretty much why
I left the [District F].” Participant A shared that sticking to personal boundaries has made
her stand up for herself and be more authentic to her needs as a leader:
I think drawing a line in the sand at that moment and saying, no, you don’t get to
talk to me that way. I’ve now seen myself able to do that. But I’m like, no, I’m
going to stand up for myself because I put up with being bullied for a long time
by a colleague, and it didn’t feel good, and I don’t have to do that. And so, I do
feel like I have learned how to really recognize when something’s happening out
of, out of like I’m being bullied by somebody, you know, not being allowed to
share my side of something.
Participant A has also learned to put boundaries on her personal time, finding a voice to
speak up for the importance of it in her life:
I definitely have drawn more firm boundaries around, no, I, I need to regenerate
like, no, you can’t call me. I’ve been more firm about when I’m not here and
when I’m not available and I’ve been, I take 4 weeks in the summer, don’t call me
unless the school is burning down, basically. And I’m going to continue to do
that.
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She also negotiated extra paid days for extra work that she was doing, standing up for her
own value in the process:
So, I had never known to do this because I just didn’t know. I went to [my
superintendent] and I said, “I am not going to work for free all next summer.” I
said, “So I want days.” And she said, “How many do you think you need?” I
looked at the calendar, looked at when my secretary could be here when I needed
to be here, and I negotiated 10 days of pay which is like a half a month salary. I
got 10 extra days of pay because I have been a little bit more protective of [my
time], like no we don’t work nonstop.
Participant F shared that with experience, she has gained the confidence to say
“no” and to value her time. She expressed this same sentiment to those that she coaches:
“I know I’ll tell my VPs like, it’s okay to say no. I’ll tell staff it’s okay to say no.”
Participant E has put boundaries on her need to attain perfection, and embraced
delegation:
I’ve also been practicing delegating some of those skills that in, through the
therapy, working on the letting go, that somebody else can do it. It may not be
perfect, and that’s definitely a process.
Recognizing women’s unique destiny. As female principals discussed the
strategies they employed to overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of thinking too small,
four themes emerged from their interviews: learning from lived-experience, developing
communication or political savvy skills, taking ownership over one’s career, and using
data to drive decisions. The frequency of each strategy is highlighted in Table 21.
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Table 21
Strategies Used to Address the Category Thinking Too Small

a

Strategy

Frequency

na

% of
participants

Learning from lived experience
Developing communication or political savvy skills
Total

31
31
62

8
8

80
80

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Learning from lived experience was identified as a strategy by participants used to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior category of thinking too small, referenced 31
times during the interviews. Participant C felt that “Being comfortable longer in your
position helps you overcome [self-sabotaging behaviors].” Participant A shared that time
and experience have taught her lessons about her practice and leadership skills:
I would say time helps and having experience, but I also would say probably
really focusing on, okay, you didn’t do that well, but you did this part well, right?
That didn’t go well, but you did this well, so change that next time, but keep
doing more of what this was.
Participant C also discussed that she has learned from her experiences and time on the job
to build a reputation that she uses to forge ahead in her career. Her reputation and other
data she collects helped her to be confident in her decision-making:
I think reputation and time in a particular position lessen the feeling that you have
to be perfect because you’ve got a body of evidence that says you do your job
well. And I think that also relates to choosing to do another job in another
district. You do not have that reputation initially; you have to earn it. I use data.
I use history.
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Another strategy to overcome the self-sabotaging behavior category of thinking
too small was developing communication or political savvy skills. This strategy was
referenced 31 times by 80% of the participants. Participant C described how she has
learned to “Control my inner word choice, tone choice, and timing choice” as a way to be
politically savvy in her position. Similarly, Participant D shared that she has learned how
to have hard conversations and push forward initiatives while still allowing people to feel
valued and heard:
I’ve figured out a way over the years to have those really hard conversations, but
still not make it feel personal. That was hard, I think at the beginning of my
career and is better now to still set expectations, to still listen and hear people, to
not waiver as much from my point, if it’s the direction we’re going, and still make
people feel valued and heard, and maintain that positive demeanor to where it
may be a professional disagreement or a agree to disagree type of situation.
Participant I also shared that she has learned how to navigate the politics of the job. In
doing so, she has learned that she can approach conversations in a particular way to be
the most effective in her communication: “I’ve also learned to really be careful. You can
say the same thing differently, or like soften it up so it doesn’t come across to as
disrespectful, but maybe take the sharpness off of it, and it helps.”
Building a power web. Two strategies emerged when participants described
building a power web to overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of isolating: building
relationships and networks of support and relying on collaboration and teamwork to solve
problems. The frequency of these strategies is summarized in Table 22.
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Table 22
Strategies Used to Address the Category of Isolating

a

Strategy

Frequency

na

% of
participants

Building relationships and networks of support
Relying on collaboration and teamwork to problem solve
Total

58
13
71

10
9

100
90

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Building relationships and networks of support was a strategy that participants
cited to overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of isolating, with all participants
referencing it a total of 58 times. Participant A has deliberately tried to reach out to
others and build relationships: “I tried to ask for more help this year after [YYY] told me
to do that. I call and ask questions and run things by people. Developing relationships,
right? Asking for help, I think that shows humility too.” Participant C saw the value in
developing relationships outside of one’s district. With the power web she has created,
she has colleagues all around the area to bounce ideas off and lean on when she needs
another opinion:
I have one of those people in my own house, but I also had one that was a
superintendent up the hill. I’ve got a couple in [RRR]. Having that base of like,
okay, this happened, this is what I want to do. I think my strategy would be
building relationships with colleagues to seek out whether or not they’re going to
affirm what I think I want to do or tell me I’m crazy.
Participant G described the importance of building an extended web outside of her own
district and noted that it can be something easily overlooked because it can be timeconsuming work:
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I would say to network outside of your district is probably one of the things that I
don’t do enough, but the times I’ve done it has helped me. Reaching out to
network is really important, but it’s hard to find the time to do that.
Many participants discussed the importance of becoming involved in professional
organizations such as Association of California School Administrators (ACSA).
Participant H shared, “In the past couple years, I’ve put myself out there a little. My
friend got me involved in a lot of ACSA. It’s opened my doors a little bit to network
with my colleagues more.” Participant G also expressed the importance of organizations
like ACSA: “I’ve done a couple of ACSA academies, and the people you meet and the
ideas you get, they’re just amazing.” Participant C has engaged in serving on the local
ACSA charter and has experienced similar relationship building: “Serving in ACSA has
allowed relationships to build. Because I need more than superficial to kind of go outside
my box.” Participant A also shared that building relationships through ACSA has opened
doors to her that may previously have been closed:
ACSA is a really good example of that. I get a lot out of it and the biggest thing I
get is networking. [Because of the networking through ACSA] they’re like,
“Hey, do you know this bird?” People know me and they wouldn’t have known
me, they would have no way to know me otherwise.
Relying on collaboration and teamwork to problem solve was also a frequently
cited strategy to overcome isolating. Nine participants referenced the strategy a total of
13 times. Participant D described reaching out to other principals to collaborate about
various situations:
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I do still talk with some of those principals who still are in our area and then some
that have been in our district that have left. I still have that network, or wouldn’t
hesitate to pick up a phone and say, “Hey, what do you think of this?”
Participant C used this same type of collaboration to run through discipline scenarios:
“I’ve never felt guilty about taking up too much people’s time. I think that it took me a
long time to be able to reach out to people that I know as acquaintances.”
Owning all of oneself. Participants discussed overcoming the self-sabotaging
behavior of misunderstanding oneself by instead owning all of one’s self. Strategies that
emerged during the interviews for the category of owning all of oneself were trusting in
the opinions of mentors and turning feedback into action and practice. The frequency of
these strategies is outlined in Table 23.

Table 23
Strategies Used to Address the Category of Misunderstanding Oneself

a

Strategy

Frequency

na

% of
participants

Trusting in the opinions of mentors
Turning feedback into action and practice
Total

27
22
49

9
7

90
70

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Trusting in the opinions of mentors was referenced 27 times by 90% of
participants as a strategy to overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of misunderstanding
oneself. Participant B shared that she values the opinions of her mentors and considers
her ability to reach out to other administrators and ask for help crucial to understanding
her own strengths and weaknesses:
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I’m never afraid to ask for help. I think that’s really important. I think that I
would never get through this job if I didn’t ask for help every single day. I don’t
think that’s a weakness. I think that a lot of times that’s seen as a strength
because you’re willing to say I can’t do this all myself, or I don’t know this, or I
need assistance and support because it’s too big for me, and I need multiple
people to participate in that. I don’t think that’s seen as a negative as long as it’s
something that’s done in the right way and done frequently. And that there is
openness honesty about it. I’m not afraid to reach out to those people. I don’t
know, given my career, because I’ve had to do that all every step of the way.
Participant H described having a difficult time moving forward in her district because she
was not given the mentorship or honest feedback that she needed. She shared how
everything changed when she got a boss who gave her the mentorship she was lacking:
I will say I was very lucky that my new and current boss was very honest with
me, and he’s only been in the district 2 years, and the people that were in the
district long before that never had enough guts to say things to me.
Participant A expressed that receiving mentorship has allowed her to be more confident
in what she does:
I think having female mentors has helped, and quite honestly, that was the first
time I really had one. . . . I think some of the confidence was built by having
somebody like [XXX] look at me and say, “Hey, you’re worthy of opening this
new school, but also you don’t have to put up with some of the stuff you’re
putting up with; they don’t get to talk to you like that.” I don’t go in as fearful
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because I think I can handle things more because I have the mentoring thing,
which was big for me.
Turning feedback into action and practice was referenced as another strategy used
by the participants to overcome misunderstanding oneself. It was referenced 22 times by
70% of the participants. Participant I put feedback into practice from those she respects.
She described doing so when her school psychologist noticed that she did not accept
praise:
I’m working on saying, “thank you.” That actually came from my school
psychologist at the junior high. She said, “You need to work on just saying, thank
you. It’s okay to get a compliment.” She said, “You’re always trying to explain
it away.” And I’m like, “Hmm, she’s probably very right there.” So, I’m trying
to work on the thank you.
Participant F conceded that feedback is not always easy to take; however, she finds it
helpful to listen to it and act upon it to be better for students:
It’s always hard to take that feedback. So, I think I get in my own way, a little
there, where I’ve got to step back and go, hold on, hear them out, kind of take a
day and reflect versus instantly try to fix.
Inspiring other women. To combat the self-sabotaging behavior of
disempowering other women, female secondary principals engaged in inspiring other
women. A strategy that emerged during the interviews for inspiring other women was
finding occasions to mentor and empower others in their work. The frequency of this
strategy is shown in Table 24.
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Table 24
Strategies Used to Address Disempowering Other Women

a

Strategy

Frequency

na

% of participants

Mentoring or empowering others

40

10

100

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Mentoring or empowering others was referenced 40 times by 100% of the
participants as a strategy to overcome disempowering other women. Participant A
deliberately mentors and coaches women whom she oversees:
I would say I am pro woman. I am very much, like, I want to see [women be
successful]. I was very happy when we had a female superintendent. I generally
tend to try and protect the women as much as possible. I coach other women.
Participant B recognized the importance of supporting women in educational leadership
so that they realize that they can achieve success:
We have those conversations so that they feel confident in their choice of being
able to live both lives. I think that’s important as females that we keep supporting
each other and walk that through what that looks like for each other.
Participant C shared that she deliberately chose to mentor others through the county
office of education’s administrator clear credential program:
I don’t feel like I’ve been too busy [to mentor others]. I mean, the whole reason I
did the mentoring through [PPP] county was, well, to empower any educator, but
I was happy to be partnered with a female.
Participant F spoke about a young administrator whom she mentored and what she views
as her responsibilities pertaining to the mentoring of others:
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If our leadership role is really to help the youth, part of us being able to overcome
those barriers is what’s going to help inspire the youth too. For me, it’s critical
because if this is what I want to do, then I need to just get over these other things
and show them I can do it. I think there’s this other piece that whether you’re
intending it or not, you’re inspiring the future leaders. So, you know, that’s
important.
Similarly, Participant H took her role as mentor to other administrators in her district very
seriously:
I try to live my life like that when I’m talking to other administrators, whether it’s
female or male, and I would never not help somebody. I’m big on women
empowerment and helping people gain the knowledge and expertise to be the best
person they can be. So, there’s, there’s a lot of women in our district that are
making and doing great things, and then there’s a lot of women that need to be
humbled. I tell the truth, but I do it in a way that can be what people need to hear.
But I also build those relationships before I do that.
Participant I understood that part of her role is to model successful leadership to aspiring
leaders in her district:
I try to help everyone. I don’t care if they’re a man or a woman. So, if women
will come to me, I’ll help them. I want them to succeed. It is important that we
trust and know that we should also be leaders in that we’re capable of doing the
job. I think the more women that get leadership roles, the more we’re modeling
that we can be successful and do an amazing job.
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Acting with confidence. Female secondary principals act with confidence to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of holding back. The strategy they engaged in to
do so was by finding their inner value or voice. The frequency of the employment of this
strategy is detailed in Table 25.
Table 25
Strategies Used to Address Holding Back

a

Strategy

Frequency

na

% of participants

Finding inner value or voice

38

10

100

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Finding inner value or voice as a strategy to combat holding back was referenced
38 times by 100% of the participants. After enduring an ongoing situation of workplace
harassment by a colleague, Participant A finally stood up for herself and acted
confidently:
I would say that leaving campus and coming back and asserting myself was a
huge step for me. That was a big career pivot for me right there. I was like, no, I
don’t have to be bullied at work anymore. You’re not going to bully me at work
anymore.
She shared that since that time, she has been able to draw from that experience to stand
up for herself in situations that followed: “I think drawing a line in the sand at that
moment and saying, ‘No, you don’t get to talk to me that way.’ I’ve now seen myself
able to do that.” Participant B shared that she has learned that she brings value to her
organization, which encourages her to participate fully: “I feel very confident about what
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I’m providing that I’m not just doing it so my voice is heard. I’m doing it so I can
provide something that’s meaningful.”
Participant F has also found confidence in what she has to offer: “I finally had to
just give myself grace and go, ‘I’m not like everybody else.’ If that’s not what somebody
wants, then so be it.” Participant G found her confidence in her ability to be honest and
transparent with others, offering advice to upcoming administrators:
You have to be honest, and at the end of the day, you have to look inside yourself
and say, “Did I do the right thing?” You can’t hold back as an administrator.
You have to be honest. You have to be honest when you’re letting teachers go,
you have to be honest when you’re having conferences with parents that are irate.
Honesty has to occur, but you also have to allow the other person, their chance to
tell the story. And you can’t be afraid. You could never be afraid to say, “I was
wrong.” I guess I would say, look inside yourself. If you’ve gotten, this far as
administrator, you must have some confidence; find it, bring it out. You’re never
going to be successful unless you can overcome your fears, your questioning of
yourself. I mean, you just can’t hold back. You’ve got to show people everything
you have. You have to be honest.
Embracing one’s sexuality. To overcome infusing sex/gender role confusion,
participants embraced their sexuality by embracing, not exploiting, their femininity. The
frequency of this strategy is highlighted in Table 26.
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Table 26
Strategies Used to Address Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion

a

Strategy

Frequency

na

% of
participants

Embracing, not exploiting femininity

7

5

50

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Five of the participants discussed embracing rather than exploiting their
femininity seven times during the interviews. Participant A described feeling judged for
her appearance; however, she dresses in a feminine way because that is who she is and
how she is comfortable:
I will say that I feel like there are times where I am judged because I wear eye
lashes and dresses and don’t choose to be kind of demure. I don’t choose that.
It’s not my choice in life. I don’t just do this at work and then do something else
at home; that’s just who I am. I think it probably has an impact on how people
perceive me, and I just don’t care. I just don’t care. I get to be me. This is how
I’m comfortable.
Participant F also chose to dress in the way that she is comfortable, regardless of the
social expectations about how she should dress because she is a female:
I didn’t want to take a job where I had to wear heels and a so, you know, so like
me even getting in a suit is like, do I have to wear a suit? I know I’m a principal,
but right. So, I’d rather wear my jeans and my boots.
Additionally, participants discussed that stereotypically, women who are leaders
are not expected to show emotion at work. Some participants, however, shared that they

173

are unapologetically emotional in their jobs, embracing what makes them an empathetic
and vulnerable leader:
[We had a staff member pass away and] the chaplain was upset that I got
emotional and I’m like, no, but they need to see we’re vulnerable. . . . If they can’t
respect that I’m human. I think that’s part of the problem of trusting us is guys,
I’m human. I quit acting like I don’t have an emotion in my body because I have
a title. I guess I counteract because I just go, oh, well, here you go. And I
actually get decent responses from some people who thank you for being normal.
Constructive preparation. Participants discussed engaging in constructive
preparation as a way to combat fear and worry. The strategy that emerged during
interviews was embracing change. The frequency of this strategy can be found in
Table 27.

Table 27
Strategies Used to Address Fear and Worry
Strategy
Embracing change
a

Frequency

na

% of participants

6

2

20

Number of participants who referenced the strategy.

Embracing change was referenced six times by 20% of the participants.
Participant E shared how she combated fear and worry:
I have put myself in situations where it was out of my control, probably to
intentionally train myself . . . you have to just throw it all up in the air and say
“I’m doing the best I can.” . . . I think that has really changed my approach that I
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would go out on a limb and try something and say, “Oh, that failed, sorry, we’ll
try something new tomorrow.”
She continued by saying that in order to advance their careers, female educational
administrators need to “jump in the fray” and that one needs to “find opportunities to say,
‘Hey, I can try this.’” Participant G echoed the importance of embracing change: “As
administrator, I’ve not been afraid of change; I’ve allowed my teachers to dictate that
change for me. So, change is something that I’ve always embraced.”
Key Findings
The researcher collected and analyzed data from the survey and interview
transcripts to determine key findings related to the self-sabotaging behaviors female
secondary principals experienced throughout their careers, the impact they had on their
careers, and the strategies they used to overcome them. The quantitative data provided
initial insights into the types of self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by the participants
and their impact. The findings from the qualitative data gave a more in-depth
understanding of the self-sabotaging behaviors experienced, their impact, and the various
strategies the female secondary principals used to overcome the self-sabotaging
behaviors. Based on the research, the following findings are revealed.
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Key Findings
1. Self-sabotaging behaviors were developed as a result of social expectations,
upbringing, external barriers, and cultural influences.
2. The top self-sabotaging behavior cited in the interviews was holding back. It was
referenced 122 times by all 10 participants. It was also the top referenced behavior in
the survey and was identified by nine participants (90%).
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3. Within the holding back category, the subcategory of I felt insecure toward balancing
work and family obligations was referenced the most in interviews with 42 references
from 10 participants (100%). In the survey, it was indicated by six participants
(60%).
4. The second most referenced self-sabotaging behavior in the interviews was not taking
the time for reflection. It was referenced 50 times by all 10 participants (100%). In
the survey, it also ranked second and was identified 40 times by 10 participants
(100%).
5. The third most referenced self-sabotaging behavior in the interviews was dishonesty.
It was referenced 47 times by 10 participants (100%). In the survey, it ranked fourth
with 22 references from nine participants (90%).
6. The fourth most referenced self-sabotaging behavior in the interviews was
misunderstanding oneself. It was referenced 36 times by 10 participants (100%). In
the survey, it ranked fifth, being cited 20 times by eight participants (80%).
7. The lowest ranked self-sabotaging behaviors in both the interviews and the survey
were disempowering women and infusing sex/gender role confusion.
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Unexpected Findings
8. Participants were more likely to identify self-sabotaging behaviors during the
interviews than in the survey.
9. Participants found the category of infusing sex/gender role confusion off-putting
and/or offensive.
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10. Within the category of infusing sex/gender role confusion, 100% of the participants
provided examples of how they would coach women to not engage in that behavior
rather than have examples of themselves engaging in the behavior.
Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Key Findings
11. In the interview, all 10 participants were able to provide examples they believed had
an impact on their career development efforts. In the survey, six participants (60%)
agreed that self-sabotaging behaviors impacted their career development.
12. All 10 participants provided examples of self-sabotaging behaviors having a negative
impact on their career development or having a negative impact on their mental or
physical health.
13. Participants believed that holding back had the highest impact on women promoting
within their careers and was identified by nine participants.
14. Participants believed that fear and worry had the second most significant impact on
women promoting within their career and was identified by six participants.
Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Unexpected Findings
15. Participants were more likely to believe that self-sabotaging behaviors impacted their
career development in the interview than in the survey.
16. The majority of the impacts experienced by participants was related more to negative
impacts on their mental or physical health than negative impacts on their career
development.
Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Key Findings
17. The top strategy identified in the interviews was cultivating self-intimacy, referenced
117 times by 100% of the participants.
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18. The second strategy identified in the interviews was honest self-expression,
referenced 82 times by 100% of the participants.
19. The third strategy identified in the interviews was recognizing a woman’s unique
destiny, referenced 80 times by 100% of the participants.
20. Other strategies that all 10 participants identified included building a power web,
owning all of oneself, inspiring other women, and acting with confidence.
Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Unexpected Findings
21. Within the cultivating self-intimacy category, participants identified engaging in
strategic self-reflection (49 times by nine participants), finding a balance between
work and home life (43 times by 10 participants), and employing self-care strategies
(25 times by nine participants) as specific ways in which they combat self-sabotaging
behaviors.
22. The participants expressed the fact that some strategies help to overcome multiple
self-sabotaging behaviors.
23. In many cases, participants view strategies used to overcome self-sabotaging
behaviors as natural personality traits.
Summary
The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods study was to identify and describe
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by 10 female secondary principals and to explore
the impact these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies used by female secondary principals to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors. The researcher collected data using an electronic survey and
interviews. This chapter presented a summary of the data relating to the self-sabotaging
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behaviors, the impact the behaviors had on female educational leaders, and the strategies
female secondary principals used to overcome the behaviors. Twenty-three key findings
and unexpected findings were discovered. Chapter V provides an overview of the major
findings, conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This explanatory sequential mixed methods study identified and described the
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by 10 female secondary principals during their
careers and explored the impact these behaviors had on their career development. The
study also identified strategies that the 10 female secondary principals used to overcome
self-sabotaging behaviors. Chapter V provides an overview of the study, the purpose,
research questions, key and unexpected conclusions, implications for action,
recommendations for future research, and concluding reflections.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed methods study was to identify and describe
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female secondary principals and to explore the
impact these behaviors have on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female secondary principals to overcome
self-sabotaging behaviors.
Research Questions
The following research questions were used to guide this research:
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female secondary principals experienced
throughout their leadership careers?
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
secondary principals?
3. What strategies did female secondary principals use throughout their leadership
careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
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Methodology
This explanatory sequential mixed methods study included two phases of data
collection. The first phase consisted of the collection of quantitative data through an
electronic survey instrument completed by 10 female secondary principals in El Dorado,
Nevada, Placer, and Sacramento counties. The second phase of this explanatory
sequential mixed methods study included semistructured one-on-one interviews with the
10 female secondary principals to gain a deeper understanding about the self-sabotaging
behaviors that have impacted their career development as well as the strategies they have
used to overcome them. The interviews were conducted via Zoom from October 2021
through November 2021. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using Temi.
The transcript was coded using the qualitative analysis software program NVivo.
Population
In California, there are approximately 2,653 secondary principals. Of those 2,653
secondary principals, the population for this study included approximately 795 female
secondary principals (Burton & Weiner, 2016). Those selected to participate in the study
were from El Dorado, Nevada, Placer, and Sacramento counties.
Sample
Purposeful and convenience sampling were used to identify the sample for the
study. There were 115 female secondary principles who were considered viable
candidates for the study from El Dorado County Office of Education, Nevada County
Office of Education, Placer County Office of Education, and Sacramento County Office
of Education.
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From these potential candidates, purposeful sampling was used to target female
secondary principals who met the following criteria:
 Female
 Worked for a county in Northern California to include Placer, El Dorado, Nevada, or
Sacramento
 Minimum of 2 years’ experience as a secondary principal
 Strong verbal communication skills
 Recognized for their mentoring support to female educational leaders
Based on the criteria, 40 female secondary principals were selected as being
appropriately matched for this study. The sample size included 10 female secondary
principals.
Summary of Major and Unexpected Findings
Major Findings: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Research Question 1 asked, “What self-sabotaging behaviors have female
secondary principals experienced throughout their leadership careers?”
In this explanatory mixed methods study, participants shared experiences of selfsabotaging behaviors during their career development, which answered Research
Question 1. The following two major findings align directly with the participants’
responses:
1. Self-sabotaging behaviors were developed as a result of social expectations,
upbringing, external barriers, and cultural influences.
2. Participants were most likely to self-sabotage by holding back, not taking the time for
reflection, fear and worry, dishonesty, and misunderstanding oneself.
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Unexpected Findings: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
3. Women often do not realize that they engage in self-sabotaging behaviors until they
engage in intentional reflection.
4. Participants felt three subcategories in the dishonesty category were necessary to do
their job well, rather than being hinderances to their careers: (a) I said ‘yes’ to things
when I actually wanted to say ‘no,’ (b) I took sides when I really wanted to stay
neutral, and (c) I have been nice as a way to avoid confrontation.
5. Participants were offended by the suggestion that women would use their sexuality in
a manipulative manner in a school environment and offered suggestions for coaching
other women should this situation arise on their sites.
Major Findings: Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Research Question 2 asked: “What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on
the leadership careers of female secondary principals?”
In this explanatory sequential mixed methods study, participants shared their
experiences about how self-sabotaging behaviors adversely impacted their career
development, which answered Research Question 2. The following three major findings
align directly to the participants’ responses:
6. Self-sabotaging behaviors led to a negative impact on their career development and
their mental or physical well-being.
7. Participants identified holding back and fear and worry as having the most impact on
women promoting within their careers.
8. The majority of participants (70%) felt that self-sabotaging behaviors negatively
impacted their mental or physical health more than career development.
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Major Findings: Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Research Question 3 asked, “What strategies did female secondary principals use
throughout their leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?”
In this explanatory sequential mixed methods study, participants shared the
strategies they have used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors, which answered
Research Question 3. Four major findings emerged directly from the participants’
responses:
9. All 10 participants identified cultivating self-intimacy, honest self-expression,
recognizing women’s unique destiny, building a power web, owning all of oneself,
inspiring other women, and acting with confidence as effective strategies for
combatting self-sabotaging behaviors.
10. Engaging in strategic self-reflection, finding a balance between work and home life,
and employing self-care strategies were effective strategies within the cultivating selfintimacy category to overcome a lack of self-reflection.
11. A return to, or focus on, personal values and establishing and holding true to personal
boundaries were effective strategies within the honest self-expression category to
overcome dishonesty.
12. Learning from lived-experience and developing communication or political savvy
skills were effective strategies within the recognizing women’s unique destiny
category to overcome thinking too small.
Unexpected Findings: Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
13. Finding inner value or voice was the top strategy identified to combat holding back.
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14. Women believe that the strategies they use to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors are
natural personality traits until they engage in active self-reflection.
Conclusions
Based on the findings of this study and supported by literature, the following
conclusions were drawn about self-sabotaging behaviors, their impact, and strategies
female educational leaders use to overcome them.
Conclusion 1: Women Engage in Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Throughout Their
Careers in Leadership
Holding back, not taking the time for reflection, dishonesty, and
misunderstanding oneself were self-sabotaging behaviors that all 10 participants
experienced. These findings corroborate the research discussed in Chapter II, which
noted that women often engage in behaviors that hurt their careers and hinder
opportunities for advancement (Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner,
2012; Marcus, 2019; Ryder & Briles, 2003). During one-on-one interviews, all 10
participants identified holding back as the top self-sabotaging behavior, referencing it 122
times. Holding back was also the highest ranked category in the survey with 42
references from nine participants. Within that category, I felt insecure toward balancing
work and family obligations, I have held back when I had the answer, question, or
thought because I was concerned about what other people think or the impression they
will have of me, and I preferred not to speak up in a meeting or group discussion were
referenced the most. Women consistently expressed feeling stuck between two worlds as
a professional and a mother. Because the majority of parenting falls on the shoulders of
females and society expects women to be the maternal caregiver despite employment
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status, women feel they are in a double bind, unable to adequately straddle both worlds
(McGee, 2010; Ostos, 2012). This leads to immense feelings of guilt for the inability to
do both as well as they would like. Additionally, women have been conditioned by
society to be quiet and modest. These internalized messages, perpetuated by the
patriarchy and reinforced by their lived experiences, have taught women that speaking up
or being assertive is a negative attribute (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Kaiser &
Spalding, 2015; Lerner, 2012; Pianta, 2020).
The second most highly ranked self-sabotaging behavior in the interviews was not
taking the time for reflection. This behavior was referenced 50 times by all 10
participants. It also ranked second in the survey with 40 references from 10 participants.
Within this category, I have not allowed myself to experience down time and I have not
taken vacations when I could were the most highly referenced subcategories. Women
feel the need to work harder and achieve perfection in all they do, sacrificing the crucial
time necessary to take a break and recharge (Brown, 2018; Frankel, 2014; Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018).
The third most referenced self-sabotaging behavior in the interviews was
dishonesty with 47 references from all 10 participants. Dishonesty ranked fourth in the
survey (22 references from nine participants). Within this category, the subcategory of I
remained silent in a situation when it would have been best to speak up was referenced 20
times by 80% of the participants. The women described how they had developed this
behavior out of necessity because they have been socially conditioned to ask fewer
questions and remain silent and positive. In turn, this behavior fulfills the needs of others
before themselves (Hauser, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012).
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Conclusion 2: Women Develop Self-Sabotaging Behaviors as a Result of the
External Barriers They Face
Participants described self-sabotaging behaviors developed by external barriers
that they had encountered throughout their lives. These barriers included upbringing,
biases, sexual harassment, and social roles and expectations. Researchers have discussed
the external barriers present for women—from girls’ earliest nursery rhymes and toys that
are marketed to them to the social expectations that women are quiet and sweet has in
turn conditioned women not to seek leadership roles or engage in the types of behaviors
typically attributed to leaders (Arriaga et al., 2020; Ellemers et al., 2012; Faniko et al.,
2017; Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; Hume, 2015; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015).
Participants discussed the impact that their upbringing had on their development as a
leader, some in a positive light of being expected to break barriers and others in a
negative light of being expected to maintain the status quo. Many of the participants
shared situations in which others unfairly treated them through harassment, sexual
harassment, or gender stereotypes that taught them to think smaller or hold back their
thoughts or opinions. Throughout their careers, they internalized these experiences and
developed methods to move forward despite the obstacles they faced.
Conclusion 3: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Adversely Impact Women’s Careers
Participants shared a number of personal experiences in which self-sabotaging
behaviors had adversely impacted their careers. The participants noted that holding back
and fear and worry were the most significant contributors to holding back the career
advancement of female educational leaders. Women must be willing to act with
confidence and take risks to advance their careers. Ryder and Briles (2003) found that a
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woman’s lack of self-esteem can contribute to her unwillingness to take career risks.
Participants revealed a constant fear that if they were not perfect, their job could be on
the line. This standard for perfection not only is common among women but also is a
societal ideal that has been ingrained over time—that they are not good enough to have
leadership positions, and therefore must work harder to prove themselves (Brown, 2018;
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Although female secondary principals have attained
career advancement, many expressed feeling stuck because they do not fit into the mold
of what is expected of them as a female. They hold back to try to fit into that societal
expectation. Additionally, those who took risks for advancement reported feeling that
their confidence level significantly dropped when they did not get the job. Nearly all the
participants also shared that they were not interested in advancing their careers until a
mentor or supervisor encouraged them to do so.
Conclusion 4: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Adversely Impact Women’s Mental and
Physical Well-being
Participants noted that self-sabotaging behaviors had a negative impact on their
mental and physical wellness. Participants specifically mentioned that self-sabotaging
behaviors caused them to feel guilty, stressed, anxious, or emotional. Ryder and Briles
(2003) pointed out that women work harder than men to prove themselves for the same
amount of money, which can have negative impacts on their mental and physical health.
Additionally, participants experienced physical ailments because of pushing themselves
too far. These ailments included an aneurysm, weight gain, sleep loss, and back pain.
For example, Participant J had a brain aneurysm resulting in surgery, yet she felt
compelled to return to work only 2 weeks after the operation. Participant E had severe
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back pain as a result of her stress, which served as a wake-up call for her to make some
changes in her life. All the participants shared that they felt a responsibility not to take
vacations and that they struggled to disconnect and experience down time when they
were away from their sites. Although they described striving for perfection as an
inherent part of their personalities, participants noted this tendency has caused anxiety
and stress.
Conclusion 5: Women Do Not Realize That They Engage in Self-Sabotaging
Behaviors
The study found that participants often do not realize that they engage in selfsabotaging behaviors. Frankel (2014) pointed out that women engage in these implicit
behaviors because they have been socially trained since childhood to take the path of
least resistance without even realizing it. The participants shared that some of them did
not realize they were engaging in self-sabotaging until they took the survey or
participated in the interview. The women were able to realize their self-sabotaging
tendencies when they were able to engage in deliberate self-reflection. Sometimes this
occurred in their career when something had not gone right (health issues, crises, not
getting a job that they had hoped for, etc.). Other times the participants just needed a
moment to think and reflect without the noise of the outside world. Similarly,
participants recognized that they had developed coping strategies, often referred to as
personality traits, that helped them navigate behaviors. Researchers have found that
engaging in self-reflection to have a sense of self-awareness is a key component for
people to overcome unconscious mistakes and to become their authentic selves (Brown,
2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Marcus, 2019).
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Conclusion 6: Women Engage in Strategies to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Through the course of this study, it was revealed that participants engage in a
variety of strategies to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors, which is also supported by
the research (Frankel, 2014; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles,
2003). Participants recognized that a lack of self-reflection can be detrimental to their
career development. To overcome this, the participants engage in strategic selfreflection, find a balance between work and home life, and employ self-care strategies.
All the participants felt that self-reflection was a critical strategy to successfully navigate
their principalship. Another noted element of self-reflection was simply being open to
feedback. However, the participants also discussed the need to trust the feedback they
receive and turn it into action. Using these strategies has helped the women overcome
the self-sabotaging behavior of misunderstanding oneself. However, all the participants
noted that their strategies for overcoming self-sabotaging behaviors are still works in
progress.
The women expressed that they are constantly learning and growing based on
their experiences and interactions with respected colleagues. The participants have
learned that they need to take care of themselves to be able to properly do their job—
some have learned this out of necessity because of health crises, and others have learned
this as a way to manage their stress and happiness. The participants described therapy,
exercise, taking time with family, taking time off, and other strategies to actively provide
themselves with the self-care that they need to be in a healthy place professionally.
The participants were able to overcome dishonesty by maintaining a focus on
their values and holding true to boundaries. All the participants discussed engaging in
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self-talk that grounded them in their values, most often, “Is this what’s best for students?”
Revisiting those values was a crucial way for female secondary principals to move
forward with initiatives, struggles, or moments of self-doubt. The participants
acknowledged that isolating is something they actively overcome, sharing that they take
special care to develop relationships and build networks of support. All the women who
participated were able to describe a web of professionals they use to bounce ideas off of,
cross-reference feedback, or even just vent. Finally, all the participants also described
making a conscious effort to mentor and empower others. These women felt that it was
their professional responsibility to help coach and guide the administrators of the future
toward their career goals.
Conclusion 7: Cultivating Self-Intimacy is an Integral Strategy for Overcoming SelfSabotaging Behaviors
Participants described how important it was for female administrators to know
themselves, be open to feedback, trust in the feedback that is provided, and put
suggestions into practice. For this process to occur, the participants shared that they need
to have respected mentors who regularly provide them with feedback for growth.
Researchers frequently share that mentorship is an important aspect of women’s career
development (Arriaga et al., 2020; Frankel, 2014; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Marcus,
2011). All of the participants discussed how mentors have helped them build confidence
in their careers. Many participants shared that they would never have applied for the
principalships, or pursued career advancement opportunities, had mentors not encouraged
them—or sometimes required them—to do so. Participants reported that mentors helped
them step out of their comfort zones and take risks. Without their guidance and urging,
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those risks may not have been taken. Some participants noted that having a strong female
mentor was helpful, particularly if they had not had many female mentors in the past.
However, the participants discussed that female mentorship can be difficult to find and
that a strong male mentor can be equally as impactful. Networking outside of their
districts was also described as having a strong impact on expanding relationships and
opportunities that are presented. Participants noted that participating in professional
organizations, such as ACSA, has been critical in developing relationships with other
administrators outside of their immediate sphere.
Conclusion 8: Self-Reflection is Key to Being Able to Address Self-Sabotaging
Behaviors.
Researchers have found that for women to advance their careers, they must be
self-aware (Arriaga et al., 2020; Brown, 2018; Crews, 2020; Pianta, 2020; T. Thomas,
2020). These findings were supported through the participants’ lived experiences
described in this study. Self-reflection was a frequently cited strategy to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors. Engaging in self-reflection, either through the use of tools like
journaling or being open to feedback from others, was a strategy that the participants felt
has been developed throughout their careers. Without self-awareness, gleaned through
self-reflection, participants reported they would not have been able to function in their
daily duties and would not have moved forward in their careers. These women were
highly reflective as they discussed their professional plans for the future, citing areas of
personal growth that were necessary for them to be able to move to the next level. The
participants admitted that they need to get better at accepting feedback and being
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authentic about the parts of themselves that required development when they first became
principals. They also shared that it is a constant work in progress.
Implications for Action
Based on the results of the study and a review of the literature, the following
implications for action are recommended:
1. The study’s findings must be shared with those in the position of providing
mentorship and coaching programs to current and rising secondary principals so they
can help leaders become aware of the self-sabotaging behaviors that they engage in as
well as work with leaders to employ strategies to overcome them.
2. Districts must develop mentorship programs and ongoing professional development
opportunities to help women identify self-sabotaging behaviors and teach strategies to
overcome them.
3. The study’s findings must be shared with superintendents and assistant
superintendents of human resources so they can incorporate a knowledge of selfsabotaging behaviors into recruitment practices and evaluate job descriptions for
gender bias.
4. Schools must provide social-emotional learning opportunities for students, including
growth mindset, self-care, and methods to build self-esteem in young girls at the
elementary, middle, and high school levels.
5. Universities, preliminary administrative credential programs, and clear administrative
credential programs must include the study’s findings into their curriculum to
increase awareness of self-sabotaging behaviors and strategies to overcome them
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earlier in their careers. Assignments should be developed that require students to
self-assess and set goals for growth based on the results.
6. Professional organizations such as the School Superintendent’s Association,
Association of California School Administrators, the National Association of
Secondary School Principals, the California Association of Latino Superintendents
and Administrators, and the California Association of African-American
Superintendents and Administrators must host workshops and breakout sessions
where female administrators are given the tools and opportunities to self-identify selfsabotaging behaviors and taught strategies to overcome them, and male
administrators are given the tools to support their female colleagues.
7. The results of this study must be shared with male and female administrators so all
genders can participate as allies in mentoring women to overcome self-sabotaging
behaviors. Male educational leaders should be coached in how to support women
leaders in the self-identification of self-sabotaging behaviors and how they can be
overcome as well as the implicit biases that perpetuate these behaviors in women.
8. School districts, specifically human resources departments, must support a culture
that encourages female leaders to participate in self-care by supporting women in
taking time off when needed, developing mindfulness and healthy living programs,
and developing networks of support.
9. School districts must encourage female leaders to join professional organizations
aimed to increase networking opportunities. This can be achieved by districts paying
for local and state ACSA membership (or other organizations).
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10. Female educational leaders must find mentors, be self-reflective, be open to feedback,
and establish boundaries in their professional lives.
11. The study’s findings must be shared in books, magazines, and journal articles.
12. The study’s findings must be presented at state and national conferences.
A Comparative Look at the Original Study
This study is a replication study of the original thematic dissertations conducted in
2020 by Jamie Crews, Rebecca Pianta, and Tiffani Thomas. In the original dissertations,
the researchers used a combination of Lerner’s (2012) and Ryder and Briles’s (2003)
research as the theoretical framework for identifying self-sabotaging behaviors, the
impact they had on career development, and strategies to overcome them in various
female populations and career sectors.
In each of these studies, it was recommended that the research be conducted with
additional female leadership populations, including female principals, to determine
whether the experiences women face with self-sabotaging behavior are impacted by
factors such as position or geographic location. The second round of the thematic
dissertation included seven additional studies that built upon the work of Crews (2020),
Pianta (2020), and T. Thomas (2020). The additional populations that were studied in the
second phase of the thematic dissertation included higher education deans, African
American higher education chief executives, Latina millennials, assistant
superintendents, charter school administrators, secondary principals, and gay males in K12 administration.
Of the previous populations studied in the initial phase of the thematic
dissertation, this study most closely resembles the study conducted by Pianta (2020) in
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which she used the population of female superintendents in Southern California. In her
study, Pianta found that women engage in self-sabotaging behaviors, sometimes
implicitly, often in response to external factors they experienced in their lives and
careers. Additionally, she found that the top three self-sabotaging behaviors experienced
by her participants were thinking too small, holding back, fear and worrying, and
misunderstanding oneself. She found that these behaviors had adverse impacts on
women in the areas of career advancement and physical and mental health. Pianta also
determined that women most often engage in the strategy of building a power web to
overcome multiple self-sabotaging behaviors.
Similar to Pianta’s (2020) study, this study found that women engage in selfsabotaging behaviors frequently throughout their careers that are instigated by external
barriers within society and the workforce. All women referenced the self-sabotaging
behavior categories and power domain strategies from the conceptual framework. In this
study, it was determined that female secondary principals most often engage in holding
back and not taking the time for reflection. This researcher also found that women were
negatively impacted by these behaviors in terms of their career opportunities and mental
and physical wellness. This study found that the most frequently used strategy for
overcoming self-sabotaging behaviors was cultivating self-intimacy through engaging in
strategic self-reflection, finding a balance between work and home life, and employing
self-care strategies. Ultimately, the study revealed that female secondary principals
engage in all the women’s personal power domains to some extent to combat selfsabotaging behaviors.
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All the researchers on this topic agree that additional research needs to be done to
expand the populations and therefore generalizations of this study. The researchers
recommend actions be taken by their respective organizations into mentorship programs,
professional development opportunities, and recruitment efforts to help women increase
their awareness of self-sabotaging behaviors and the impact they have on their career
development as well as understanding methods that can be used to counteract them.
Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the findings and conclusions of the study, the following
recommendations are made for further research.
1. This study was conducted after 12 thematic studies had been or were at the time of
this study in the process of being conducted. A meta-analysis should be conducted to
compare and contrast the various populations: superintendents, judicial officers, law
enforcement offers, county government executives, higher education deans, African
American higher education chief executives, Latina millennials, assistant
superintendents, charter school administrators, and secondary principals.
2. In this study, criteria were not based on demographic information to identify
participants. Additional studies must be conducted using different participant criteria
such as age, culture, race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation to determine what other
factors influence self-sabotaging behaviors, the impact on one’s career, or strategies
to overcome them.
3. This study focused on female secondary principals from El Dorado, Nevada, Placer,
and Sacramento counties. Replication studies should be conducted to explore selfsabotaging behaviors in female secondary principals in additional counties in
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California and should be further expanded to include all counties within the United
States.
4. This study focused on female secondary principals. Replication studies should be
conducted to include various career sectors.
5. This study focused on female secondary principals as the top leadership position that
can be obtained on a school site. A replication study should be conducted to focus on
entry-level leadership positions at school sites such as teachers, counselors, and
assistant principals.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
This chapter concludes with final remarks and reflections by the researcher.
When I started this research, I was in a position in my career where I felt stuck, unable to
progress, and yet unable to do anything else. I wanted to learn why I could not move
forward and advance in my career and what I could do to actively make it happen. Prior
to starting this research, I was aware of the external forces that work against women in
the world. I have experienced microaggressions, macroaggressions, and felt confined by
the “boxes” that society asked me to shove myself into as a woman. When I learned
about self-sabotaging behaviors, I was forced to look inward rather than make excuses for
my professional stagnancy. Learning the strategies female principals use to overcome
self-sabotaging behaviors gives me specific strategies that I can change and enact within
my life to move my career ahead, allowing me to take control over my career rather than
lament what is done to me. The empowerment that comes through this awareness is
palpable, and I have come to feel compelled to empower others with the same
knowledge.
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The stories shared by the female principals who participated in this study
validated my own experiences and inspired me to make changes to the way I respond to
things—as I hope they do to others. I cannot express how grateful I am that these women
were vulnerable and shared intimate experiences that bared themselves to criticism or
scrutiny. The camaraderie and female empowerment generated during these short
interactions is something that I will forever value. In every interview, I was in awe at the
strength of these women—each of whom did things a little differently but ultimately all
of whom were powerful and intelligent and cared about their staff and students despite
challenges that came their way.
Self-sabotaging behaviors are developed by women as a way to shield themselves
from the brutal realities that face them in the world. They are coping mechanisms that
women create to deal with external forces like gender bias, sexual and gender
discrimination, and societal expectations that are placed on women from the time that
they are little girls. We as women develop this path of least resistance as a way to try to
achieve all that we desire without the constant barrage of confrontation, self-explanation,
and requirement of having to prove ourselves as worthy. Women have to be equipped
with the tools to realize that although external barriers exist, we have the power to
prevent the additional obstacles that we place on ourselves. When we raise the level of
awareness about the internal and external barriers that we face, we can do something
about it. We can teach our young girls that they are not at the disposal of men, that they
can forge their own paths, and that they do not have to subscribe to a particular mold to
do so. We can also help educate the men in our lives who want to be allies and who do
not want to repeat the mistakes of the past but are unsure of how to support us. Most
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importantly, women need to lean on each other, learn from each other, and build each
other up in their lives and professions. I humbly thank the participants in this study for
allowing me to learn from their experiences and vulnerabilities and to share that
knowledge with others.
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APPENDIX B
Email to Research Study Participants
WOMEN’S POWER AND SELF-SABOTAGING BEHAVIOR SURVEY
Dear Potential Participant:
You are being invited to participate in a research study conducted by Ashley Sandor, a
doctoral candidate at UMass Global University. The purpose of this explanatory mixed
methods study was to identify and describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by
female secondary principals and to explore the impact these behaviors have on their
career development. A secondary purpose of this study was to identify strategies
employed to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You are welcome to choose not to
participate. If you do decide you participate, you may withdraw at any time.

The survey will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. Your responses will be
confidential. Survey questions will pertain to your perceptions of identified selfsabotaging behaviors that you may have experienced throughout your career and the
impact they may have had on your career development.
Please review the following information:
I understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my separate
consent and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowable by law.
If the study design of the use of data is to be changed, I will be so informed and my
consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated with participating in this
research. I understand that the researcher will protect my confidentially by keeping the
identity codes and research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the
principal researcher. I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from the
study at any time. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about
the study or informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, UMass Global University at 16355 Laguna Canyon Rd.
Irvine, C 92618 (949) 341-7641.
If you have any questions about completing this survey or any aspects of this research,
please contact Ashley Sandor at asandor@mail.umassglobal.edu or by phone at 916-5249317; or Dr. Marilou Ryder, Advisor at ryder@umassglobal.edu.
Sincerely,
Ashley L. Sandor
Doctoral Candidate
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APPENDIX C
Electronic Informed Consent Form
INFORMATION ABOUT: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors of Female Secondary Principals
and Strategies Used to Overcome Them
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Ashley L. Sandor, Doctoral Candidate
THE FOLLOWING INFORMATION WILL BE INCLUDED IN THE
ELECTRONIC SURVEY:
PURPOSE OF STUDY: You are being asked to participate in an explanatory mixed
method research study by Ashley L. Sandor, a doctoral student from the School of
Education at UMass Global University. Your participation in this study is completely
voluntary. Prior to deciding on whether to participate, carefully read the information
below and ask questions about anything that you may not understand. The purpose of this
mixed methods study is to identify and describe self- sabotaging behaviors experienced
by female secondary principals and to explore the impact these behaviors have on their
career development. A secondary purpose of this study is to identify strategies employed
by female secondary principals to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. This study will
explore how self-sabotaging behaviors affect the professional growth of female
secondary principals. The data collected from surveying and interviewing female
secondary principals is envisioned to increase the field of understanding of the impact of
self-sabotage on the careers of women in educational leadership. Findings gathered from
the research are anticipated to be used to describe self-sabotaging behaviors and identify
strategies used by female secondary principals to overcome self-sabotage.
By participating in this study, I agree to participate in an electronic survey using Google
Forms. The survey will take approximately 20 minutes to complete. In addition, I agree
to participate in an individual interview as a follow-up to the electronic survey. The
interview will last approximately 45 – 60 minutes and will be conducted by Ashley
Sandor via Zoom or telephone. Completion of the electronic survey and individual
interviews will take place September 2021-February 2022.
I understand that:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand that
the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes and
research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the researcher and on a
password protected device.
b) I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be available
only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio recordings will be
used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the accuracy of the information
collected during the interview. All information will be identifier-redacted, and my
confidentiality will be maintained. Upon completion of the study, all recordings will be
destroyed. All other data and consents will be securely stored for three years after
completion of data collection and confidentially shredded or fully deleted.
c) The possible benefit of this study is that my input may help add to the research
regarding self-sabotaging behaviors and strategies used by women to overcome self-
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sabotage. The findings will be available to me at the conclusion of the study and will
provide new insights about the women in educational leadership, self-sabotage, and
strategies used to overcome self-sabotage. I understand that I will not be compensated for
my participation.
d) If I have any questions or concerns about the research, I am encouraged to contact
Ashley Sandor at asandor@mail.umassglobal.edu or by phone at 916-524-9317; or Dr.
Marilou Ryder, Faculty Advisor, at ryder@umassglobal.edu.
e) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide not to participate in
the study, and I can withdraw my participation at any time. I can also decide not to
answer particular questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I may
refuse to participate or may withdraw from this study at any time without any negative
consequences. I also understand that the Investigator may stop the study at any time.
f) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent and all
identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the study design
or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed, and my consent re-obtained.
I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the
informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, UMass Global University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA
92618, (949) 341-7641.
ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below.
Clicking on the “Agree” button indicates that you have read this informed consent
form and the information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to
participate. If you don’t wish to participate, you may decline by clicking
“Disagree.”


AGREE: I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the
“Research Participant’s Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and
understand it and hereby consent to the procedure(s) set forth.



DISAGREE: I do not wish to participate in this study.
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APPENDIX D
UMass Global University Institutional Review Board
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX E
Qualitative Interview Script and Instrument
Women’s Power and Self-Sabotaging Behavior Interview Protocol
Interviewer’s Copy
Participant: ________________________________
Date: _____________________________________
Organization: ___________________________________
INTERVIEWER SAYS:
My name is Ashley Sandor and I am an Assistant Principal at Placer High School. I am a
doctoral candidate at UMass Global University in the area of Organizational
Leadership. I would like to thank you for participating in the Women and Self
Sabotaging Behavior survey and volunteering to be interviewed to expand the depth of
response.
I will be conducting interviews with a number of female secondary principals, such as
yourself to hopefully provide a clear picture of self-sabotaging behaviors that can impact
women’s career development efforts. In addition, I would like to explore any strategies
you have used to overcome any identified self-sabotaging behaviors you experienced
throughout your career. The questions I will be asking are the same for each female
secondary principal participating in the study. The reason for this is to guarantee, as
much as possible, that my interviews with all participating female secondary principals
will be conducted in the same manner.
INFORMED CONSENT (required for Dissertation Research)
Please let me remind you that your participation is completely voluntary and will greatly
strengthen the study. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or would like to end the
interview or not respond to a question, please let me know. Your information will be kept
confidential, and your name will be changed to protect your identity. After I record and
transcribe the data, I will send it to you via electronic mail so that you can check to make
sure I have accurately captured your thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and UMass Global Bill of Rights I sent you via
email? Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
I have provided a copy of the questions and list of self-sabotaging behaviors for the nine
categories of sabotaging behavior defined in my research that I will ask for your
reference; however, I may have follow-up questions if clarity is needed. The duration of
this interview will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Do you have any questions
about the interview process?
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PROTOCOL QUESTIONS
1. Can you tell me a little about yourself and your career journey that brought you to
the role you currently serve in today?
2. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of THINKING TOO SMALL
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
3. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of FEAR AND WORRYING
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
4. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
5. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of DISHONESTY
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
6. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of HOLDING BACK
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
7. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of NOT TAKING TIME FOR
REFLECTION
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
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b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
8. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of ISOLATING
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
9. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
10. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of INFUSING SEX/GENDER CONFUSION
IN THE WORKPLACE
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any of these selfsabotaging behaviors in this category?
11. The top five sabotaging behaviors that the survey respondents identified as
exhibiting throughout their careers were (1) (2) (3), (4) and (5). Of these five
behaviors which two do you feel have the most impact on females attempting to
promote within their careers?
12. Can you speak to your perception of how critical it is for women to overcome
these behaviors as they relate to career development and promotions?
13. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding women and selfsabotaging behaviors?
14. “Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of our research
are known, we will send you a copy of our findings.”
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APPENDIX F
Survey Protocol/Tool
INTRODUCTION
We have the power inside to be great,” says women’s advocate Helene Lerner, “but
oftentimes it’s covered by false beliefs about ourselves.” Lerner’s book, In Her Power:
Reclaiming Your Authentic Self (2012) maintains that women need to embrace their
inherent power. “The world needs more women leaders,” Lerner says. “That means we
[women] need to step out in ways we haven’t been.” To achieve true power, Lerner says
women must first recognize and overcome its barriers. She describes nine common selfsabotaging categories that hold women back. A framework was adapted from Lerner’s
thesis coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles from The SeXX Factor: Breaking the
Codes that Sabotage Personal and Professional Lives (2003) to group female selfsabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research on women’s personal power
and self-sabotaging behavior. This study is focused on the following nine domains of
Women’s Personal Power and nine corresponding categories of Sabotaging
Behavior.
1. Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny: THINKING TOO SMALL
2. Constructive Preparation: FEAR AND WORRYING
3. Owning all of One’s Self: MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF
4. Honest Self-Expression: DISHONESTY
5. Acting with Confidence: HOLDING BACK
6. Cultivating Self-Intimacy: LACK OF SELF REFLECTION
7. Building a Power Web: ISOLATING
8. Inspiring Other Women: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
9. Embracing One’s Sexuality: INFUSING SEX ROLE CONFUSION IN THE
WORKPLACE
It’s best not to ‘overthink’ the statements and respond with your first perceptual thought.
It is anticipated you can complete this survey in 10-15 minutes. After you complete and
submit the survey the researcher will contact you to schedule an interview to explore your
thoughts on these behaviors and how they may have an impact on women’s ability to
move forward in her career.
Directions: The following survey represents 9 categories of self-sabotaging behaviors.
For each category there is a list of behaviors associated with each category. Using the
six-point scale for each behavior, please indicate how you have personally exhibited each
behavior throughout your adult life as you progressed along in your career.
1= Strongly Agree
2= Agree
3= Slightly Agree
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4= Slightly Disagree
5= Disagree
6= Strongly Disagree

1. POWER DOMAIN: Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny (Capacity to have a
significant impact; living up to one’s potential)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: THINKING TOO SMALL
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Slightly
Disagree

Slightly
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I blamed others for why
things aren’t going well
I feared being rejected
I did not have the courage
to step out of my comfort
zone
I was not open to new
experiences
I often made perfection
the standard in my life
2. POWER DOMAIN: Constructive Preparation (Embraces, understands and accepts
fear)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: FEAR AND WORRYING
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I became anxious when
thinking about a change
in my career
I felt out of control in
an unfamiliar situation
I resisted change
I feared looking stupid
I felt like an imposter
on the job
I mulled over my
mistakes
3. POWER DOMAIN: Owning all of One’s Self (Owns and appreciates
accomplishments and limitations)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I could not accept
compliments or praise
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have been reluctant to
seek out feedback that
would help me improve
I have focused on a
person criticizing me
I could not personally
acknowledge my own
accomplishments
4. POWER DOMAIN: Honest Self Expression (Accepting strengths and weaknesses)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISHONESTY
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I said “yes” to things
when I actually wanted to
say ‘no”
I took sides when I really
wanted to stay neutral
I remained silent in a
situation when it would
have been best to speak
up
I have taken on too much
at work when I didn’t
want to
I have hesitated to talk
about accomplishments to
others for fear of
trumpeting my ego
I have been nice as a way
to avoid confrontation

5. POWER DOMAIN: Acting with Confidence: Approaching obstacles with
confidence; having the courage to step forward
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: HOLDING BACK
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I did not reach out for
help when I needed it
I have avoided criticism
I made inflections rather
than make bold
statements a
I have apologized
unnecessarily
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have talked down to
myself
I preferred to sit in the
back of the room at
conferences or meetings
I preferred not to speak
up in a meeting or group
discussion

6. POWER DOMAIN: Cultivating Self Intimacy (Getting to know oneself more
deeply)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: NOT TAKING TIME FOR REFLECTION
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have kept busy to avoid
being alone
I have not accepted parts
of myself that need
improvement
I have not allowed
myself to mourn losses or
cry
I have not taken
vacations when I could
I have not allowed
myself to experience
“down time”
I have hated to ‘be
wrong’
I have held a grudge with
someone
7. POWER DOMAIN: Building a Power Web (Building a network of personal and
professional advisors for support)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: ISOLATING
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I have been afraid to
reach out to people I
didn’t already know
I was unaware of the
types of support needed
to move ahead in my
career

230

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I felt guilty for taking up
too much of people’s
time
I have relied exclusively
on female mentors
I relied only on
networking upstream
8. POWER DOMAIN: Inspiring Other Women (Ability to inspire and empower other
females)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have felt too busy to
help other women
I thought why I should
help other women since I
did it the hard way
I have felt jealous of
other women who have
‘made it’
I have talked behind a
woman’s back
I have held women to a
higher standard at work
than men

9. POWER DOMAIN: Embracing One’s Sexuality (Awareness of gender roles and sex
role stereotypes)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: INFUSING SEX/GENDER ROLE CONFUSION
IN WORKPLACE
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I have dressed sexy at
work
I have squashed my
natural feminine qualities
I have exhibited male
like qualities that aren’t
part of my natural
personality
I have exhibited ‘girl’
like behaviors such as
twirling my hair or using
baby talk
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have flirted at work
10: Impact on Self-Sabotaging Behaviors on Women’s Career
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I believe some of the
behaviors listed in this
survey have had an
impact on my career
development (lack of
promotions, moving
ahead in career in a
timely manner, lack of
access to top positions
etc.).
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

APPENDIX G

Question 3

Question 4

Question 5

Question 6

Question 7

Question 8

Question 9

Question 10

What self-sabotaging
behaviors have female
secondary principals
experienced throughout their
leadership careers?

Question 2

Research Question

Question 1

Quantitative Alignment Table

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

What impact did selfsabotaging behaviors have on
the leadership careers of
female secondary principals?

X
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APPENDIX H

Question 6

Question 7

Question 8

Question 9

Question 10

Question 11

Question 12

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
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X

Question 13

Question 5

What strategies did female
secondary principals use
throughout their
leadership careers to
overcome self-sabotaging
behaviors?

Question 4

What impact did selfsabotaging behaviors have
on the leadership careers
of female secondary
principals?

Question 3

What self-sabotaging
behaviors have female
secondary principals
experienced throughout
their leadership careers?

Question 2

Research Question

Question 1

Qualitative Alignment Table

APPENDIX I
Survey Field Test Tool
WOMEN’S POWER AND SELF-SABOTAGING BEHAVIOR SURVEY
Included in the Electronic Survey: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Ashley L. Sandor, a doctoral student at UMass Global University. The
purpose of this explanatory mixed-method study was to identify and describe selfsabotaging behaviors experienced by female secondary principals and to explore the
impact these behaviors have on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You are welcome to choose not to
participate. If you do decide you participate, you may withdraw at any time.
The survey will take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete. Your responses will be
confidential. Survey questions will pertain to your perceptions of identified selfsabotaging behaviors you may have experienced throughout your career and the impact
they may have had on your career development.
Please review the following information:
I understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my separate
consent and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowable by
law. If the study design of the use of data is to be changed I will be so informed and my
consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated with participating in this
research. I understand that the researcher will protect my confidentially by keeping the
identity codes and research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the
principal researcher. I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from the
study at any time. I understand that if I have any questions, comments or concerns about
the study or informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, UMass Global Universityat 16355 Laguna Canyon Rd.
Irvine, C 92618 (949) 341-7641.
If you have any questions about completing this survey or any aspects of this research,
please contact Ashley Sandor at asandor@mail.umassglobal.edu or by phone at (916)
524-9317; or Dr. Ryder, Advisor at ryder@umassglobal.edu.
ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below.
Clicking on the “agree” button indicates that you have read this informed consent form
and the information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to participate. If you
don’t wish to participate, you may decline by clicking the ‘disagree” button.
Agree: I acknowledge receipt of the complete Informed Consent packet and “Bill of
Rights.” I have read the materials and give my consent to participate in the study.
Disagree: I do not wish to participate in this electronic survey.
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INTRODUCTION
“We have the power inside to be great,” says women’s advocate Helene Lerner, “but
oftentimes it’s covered by false beliefs about ourselves.” Lerner’s book, In Her Power:
Reclaiming Your Authentic Self (2012) maintains that women need to embrace their
inherent power. “The world needs more women leaders,” Lerner says. “That means we
[women] need to step out in ways we haven’t been.” To achieve true power, Lerner says
women must first recognize and overcome its barriers. She describes nine common selfsabotaging categories that hold women back. A framework was adapted from Lerner’s
thesis coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles from The SeXX Factor: Breaking the
Codes that Sabotage Personal and Professional Lives (2003) to group female selfsabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research on women’s personal power and
self-sabotaging behavior. This study is focused on the following nine domains of
Women’s Personal Power and nine corresponding categories of Sabotaging Behavior.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny: THINKING TOO SMALL
Constructive Preparation: FEAR AND WORRYING
Owning all of One’s Self: MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF
Honest Self-Expression: DISHONESTY
Acting with Confidence: HOLDING BACK
Cultivating Self-Intimacy: LACK OF SELF REFLECTION
Building a Power Web: ISOLATING
Inspiring Other Women: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
Embracing One’s Sexuality: INFUSING SEX ROLE CONFUSION IN THE
WORKPLACE

It’s best not to ‘overthink’ the statements and respond with your first perceptual thought.
It is anticipated you can complete this survey in 10-15 minutes. After you complete and
submit the survey, the researcher will contact you to schedule an interview to explore
your thoughts on these behaviors and how they may have an impact on women’s ability
to move forward in her career.
Directions: The following survey represents 9 categories of self-sabotaging behaviors.
For each category there is a list of behaviors associated with each category. Using the
six-point scale for each behavior, please indicate how you have personally exhibited each
behavior throughout your adult life as you progressed along in your career.
1= Strongly Agree
2= Agree
3= Slightly Agree
4= Slightly Disagree
5= Disagree
6= Strongly Disagree
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1. POWER DOMAIN: Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny (Capacity to have a
significant impact; living up to one’s potential) SABOTAGING CATEGORY:
THINKING TOO SMALL
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Slightly
Disagree

Slightly Agree
Agree

Strongly
Agree

I blamed others for why
things aren’t going well
I minimized my value
(“I’m just a…”)
I did not have the
courage to step out of my
comfort zone
I was not open to new
experiences
I often made perfection
the standard in my life

2. POWER DOMAIN: Constructive Preparation (Embraces, understands and accepts
fear) SABOTAGING CATEGORY: FEAR AND WORRYING
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I became anxious when
thinking about a change
in my career
I felt out of control in an
unfamiliar situation
I resisted change
I feared looking stupid
I felt like an imposter on
the job
I mulled over my
mistakes
I feared being rejected

3. POWER DOMAIN: Owning all of One’s Self (Owns and appreciates
accomplishments and limitations) SABOTAGING CATEGORY:
MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I could not accept
compliments or praise
I have been reluctant to
seek out feedback that
would help me improve
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have focused on a
person criticizing me
I have been resistant to
describe or talk about
my accomplishments to
others for fear of
trumpeting ego
I did not accepted parts
of myself that needed
development

4. POWER DOMAIN: Honest Self Expression (Accepting strengths and
weaknesses) SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISHONESTY
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I said “yes” to things
when I actually
wanted to say ‘no”
I took sides when I
really wanted to stay
neutral
I remained silent in a
situation when it
would have been best
to speak up
I have been nice as a
way to avoid
confrontation

5. POWER DOMAIN: Acting with Confidence: Approaching obstacles with
confidence; having the courage to step forward SABOTAGING
CATEGORY: HOLDING BACK
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I did not reach out for
help when I needed it
I have avoided criticism
I made inflections rather
than make bold
statements a
I have apologized
unnecessarily
I have talked down to
myself
I preferred to sit in the
back of the room at
conferences or meetings
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I preferred not to speak
up in a meeting or group
discussion
I have held back when I
had the answer, question
or thought because I was
concerned about what
other people think or the
impression they will
have of me
I felt insecure towards
balancing work and
family obligations

6. POWER DOMAIN: Cultivating Self Intimacy (Getting to know oneself more
deeply) SABOTAGING CATEGORY: NOT TAKING TIME FOR
REFLECTION
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have kept busy to
avoid being alone
I have not allowed
myself to mourn
losses or cry
I have not taken
vacations when I
could
I have not allowed
myself to
experience “down
time”
I have hated to ‘be
wrong’
I have held a
grudge with
someone

7. POWER DOMAIN: Building a Power Web (Building a network of personal and
professional advisors for support) SABOTAGING CATEGORY: ISOLATING
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

I have been afraid to
reach out to people I
didn’t already know
I was unaware of the
types of support
needed to move
ahead in my career
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Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I felt guilty for taking
up too much of
people’s time
I have relied
exclusively on
female mentors
I relied only on
networking upstream

8. POWER DOMAIN: Inspiring Other Women (Ability to inspire and empower other
females) SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISEMPOWERING OTHER
WOMEN
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have felt too busy
to help other women
I thought, why I
should help other
women since I did it
the hard way
I have felt jealous of
other women who
have ‘made it’
I have talked behind
a woman’s back
I have held women
to a higher standard
at work than men

9. POWER DOMAIN: Embracing One’s Sexuality (Awareness of gender roles and sex
role stereotypes) SABOTAGING CATEGORY: INFUSING SEX/GENDER
ROLE CONFUSION IN WORKPLACE
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I have dressed sexy at
work
I have squashed my
natural feminine
qualities
I have exhibited male
like qualities that
aren’t part of my
natural personality
I have exhibited ‘girl’
like behaviors such as
twirling my hair or
using baby talk
I have flirted at work
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I have used prosodic
speech or speech
patterns (“Valley girl,”
uptalk, vocal fry)
I have conformed to
societal gender
expectations (cleaning
up, taking notes,
arranging food)

10. Impact on Self-Sabotaging Behaviors on Women’s Career
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I believe some of the
behaviors listed in this
survey have had an
impact on my career
development (lack of
promotions, moving
ahead in career in a
timely manner, lack of
access to top positions
etc.).
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Disagree
Somewhat

Agree
Somewhat

Agree

Strongly
Agree

APPENDIX J
Survey Field Participation Feedback Tool
As a doctoral student at UMass Global University, I appreciate your feedback to help
develop the most effective survey instrument possible.
Please respond to the following questions after completing the survey. Your answers will
assist in refining survey items and making edits to improve the survey prior to
administering it to potential study participants.
A hard copy version of the survey has been provided to refresh your memory of the
instrument, if needed. Thank you very much for your assistance. Your participation is
greatly appreciated!
1. How many minutes did it take you to complete the survey, from the moment
you opened it on the computer until the time you completed it?
2. Did the section that asked you to read the consent information and click the
agree box before the survey opened concern you at all? If so, would you
briefly state your concern
3. The first paragraph of the introduction included the purpose of the research
study. Did this provide enough clarity as to the purpose of the study?
4. Was the introduction brief and clear enough to inform you about the
research? If not, what would you recommend that would make it better?
5. Were the directions to Part 1 clear, and did you understood what to do? If not,
would you briefly state the problem.
6. Were the brief descriptions of the 6 choices clear, and did they provide
sufficient differences for you to make a selection? If not, briefly describe the
problem.
7. As you progressed through the 10 items in which you gave a rating of 1
through 6, did any items cause you say, “What does this mean?” Which
item(s) were they? Please use the paper copy and mark those that troubled
you. Or if not, please check here:_______
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APPENDIX K
Interview Field Test Tool
Participant: ________________________________
Date: _____________________________________
Organization: ___________________________________
INTERVIEWER SAYS:
My name is Ashley Sandor and I am an Assistant Principal at Placer High School. I am a
doctoral candidate at UMass Global University in the area of Organizational
Leadership. I would like to thank you for participating in the Women and Self
Sabotaging Behavior survey and volunteering to be interviewed to expand the depth of
response.
I will be conducting interviews with a number of female secondary principals, such as
yourself to hopefully provide a clear picture of self-sabotaging behaviors that can impact
women’s career development efforts. In addition, I would like to explore any strategies
you have used to overcome any identified self-sabotaging behaviors you experienced
throughout your career. The questions I will be asking are the same for each female
secondary principal participating in the study. The reason for this is to guarantee, as
much as possible, that my interviews with all participating female secondary principals
will be conducted in the same manner.
INFORMED CONSENT (required for Dissertation Research)
Please let me remind you that your participation is completely voluntary and will greatly
strengthen the study. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or would like to end the
interview or not respond to a question, please let me know. Your information will be kept
confidential, and your name will be changed to protect your identity. After I record and
transcribe the data, I will send it to you via electronic mail so that you can check to make
sure I have accurately captured your thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and UMass Global Bill of Rights I sent you via
email? Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
I have provided a copy of the questions and list of self-sabotaging behaviors for the nine
categories of sabotaging behavior defined in my research that I will ask for your
reference; however, I may have follow-up questions if clarity is needed. The duration of
this interview will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Do you have any questions
about the interview process?
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PROTOCOL QUESTIONS
1. Can you tell me a little about yourself and your career journey that brought you to
the role you currently serve in today?
2. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of THINKING TOO SMALL
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
3. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of FEAR AND WORRYING
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
4. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of MISUNDERSTANDING ONE’S SELF
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
5. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of DISHONESTY
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
6. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of HOLDING BACK
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
7. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of NOT TAKING TIME FOR
REFLECTION
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
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b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
8. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of ISOLATING
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
9. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
10. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to
the sabotaging behavior category of INFUSING SEX/GENDER CONFUSION
IN THE WORKPLACE
a. Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that
you perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b. Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any of these selfsabotaging behaviors in this category?
11. The top five sabotaging behaviors that the survey respondents identified as
exhibiting throughout their careers were (1) (2) (3), (4) and (5). Of these five
behaviors which two do you feel have the most impact on females attempting to
promote within their careers?
12. Can you speak to your perception of how critical it is for women to overcome
these behaviors as they relate to career development and promotions?
13. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding women and selfsabotaging behaviors?
“Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of our research are
known, we will send you a copy of our findings.”
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APPENDIX L
Field Test Interviewee Feedback Tool
1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe your experiences with self-sabotaging behaviors, the impact, and
strategies used to overcome the barriers?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked?
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview?
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APPENDIX M
Interview Observer Feedback Tool
1. How long did the interview take? Did the time seem to be appropriate?
2. Were the questions clear or were there places when the interviewee was unclear?
3. Where there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or
confusing?
4. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous? For the observer:
how did you perceive the interviewer in regard to the preceding descriptors?
5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could
have done to be better prepared? For the observer: how did you perceive the
interviewer in regard to the preceding descriptors?
6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
7. Are there parts of the interview that seemed to be awkward and why do you think
that was the case?
8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would it be and how would
you change it?
9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX N
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) Certification
Human Subjects Research for Social/Behavioral/Educational Researchers
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APPENDIX O
IRB Approval
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APPENDIX P
Triangulation Tables
Q.1 Holding Back Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Holding back

Behaviors reported in
surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I felt insecure toward
balancing work and family
obligations

6

6

60

42

10

100

I have held back when I had
the answer, question or
thought because I was
concerned about what other
people think or the
impression they will have of
me

7

7

70

29

8

80

I preferred not to speak up in
a meeting or group discussion

3

3

30

27

9

90

I did not reach out for help
when I needed it

3

3

30

4

3

30

I have apologized
unnecessarily

7

7

70

4

2

20

I have avoided criticism

4

4

40

2

1

10

I have talked down to myself

5

5

50

2

1

10

I made inflections rather than
bold statements

4

4

40

1

1

10

I preferred to sit in the back
of the room at conferences or
meetings

3

3

30

1

1

10

Total

42

9

90

122

10

100
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Q.2 Not Taking the Time for Reflection Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and
Interviews

Behaviors reported in
surveys
Self-sabotaging behavior: Not References
n
%
taking the time for reflection

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I have not allowed myself to
experience "down time"

9

9

90

28

10

100

I have not taken vacations
when I could

8

8

80

12

7

70

I have held a grudge with
someone

7

7

70

5

2

20

I have not allowed myself to
mourn losses or cry

5

5

50

2

2

20

I have hated to "be wrong"

9

9

90

2

2

20

I have kept busy to avoid
being alone

2

2

20

0

0

0

Total

40

10

100

50

10

100

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
Q.3 Dishonesty Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Dishonesty

Behaviors reported in
surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I remained silent in a
situation when it would have
been best to speak up

5

5

50

20

8

80

I said "yes" to things when I
actually wanted to say "no"

8

8

80

15

9

90
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I have been nice as a way to
avoid confrontation

5

5

50

9

5

50

I took sides when I really
wanted to stay neutral

4

4

40

0

0

0

Total

22

9

90

47

10

100

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
Q.4 Misunderstanding Oneself Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Misunderstanding oneself

Behaviors reported in
surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I could not accept
compliments or praise

6

6

60

12

8

80

I have focused on a person
criticizing me

5

5

50

11

5

50

I have been resistant to
describe or talk about my
accomplishments to others for
fear of trumpeting ego

6

6

60

8

6

60

I have been reluctant to seek
out feedback that would help
me improve

1

1

10

4

4

40

I did not accept parts of
myself that needed
development

2

2

20

1

1

10

Total

20

8

80

36

10

100

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
Q.5 Thinking Too Small Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews
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Self-sabotaging behavior:
Thinking too small

Behaviors reported in
surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I often made perfection the
standard in my life

7

7

70

32

8

80

I did not have the courage to
step out of my comfort zone

5

5

50

17

6

60

I was not open to new
experiences

2

2

20

17

6

60

I minimized my value ("I'm
just a...")

3

3

30

4

7

70

I blamed others for why
things aren't going well

2

2

20

0

0

0

Total

19

8

80

75

9

90

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
Q.6 Fear and Worry Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Fear and Worry

Behaviors reported in
surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I resisted change

3

3

30

18

6

60

I mulled over my mistakes

9

9

90

13

5

50

I feared being rejected

4

4

40

12

6

60

I feared looking stupid

4

4

40

9

3

30

I felt like an impostor on the
job

4

4

40

8

4

40
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I became anxious when
thinking about a change in
my career

7

7

70

2

2

20

I felt out of control in an
unfamiliar situation

5

5

50

1

1

10

Total

36

10

100

70

9

90

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
Q.7 Isolating Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Isolating

Behaviors reported in
surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I have been afraid to reach
out to people I didn't already
know

5

5

50

18

8

80

I was unaware of the types of
support needed to move
ahead in my career

5

5

50

8

4

40

I felt guilty about taking up
too much of people's time

6

6

60

3

3

30

I relied only on networking
upstream

2

2

20

1

1

10

I have relied exclusively on
female mentors

2

2

20

0

0

0

Total

20

8

80

30

9

90

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
Q.8 Disempowering Women Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews
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Self-sabotaging behavior:
Disempowering women

Behaviors reported in
surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported in
interviews
References
n
%

I have felt jealous of other
women who have "made it"

2

2

20

7

4

40

I have held women to a
higher standard at work than
men

1

1

10

2

1

10

I have talked behind a
woman's back

4

4

10

1

1

10

I have felt too busy to help
other women

2

2

20

0

0

0

I thought, "Why should I help
other women since I did it the
hard way?"

1

1

10

0

0

0

Total

10

6

60

10

6

60

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
Q.9 Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and
Interviews

Behaviors reported in
surveys
Self-sabotaging behavior:
Infusing sex/gender role
confusion

Behaviors reported in
interviews

References

n

%

References

n

%

I have squashed my natural
feminine qualities

1

1

10

3

1

10

I have dressed sexy at work

1

1

10

1

1

10

I have exhibited "girl-like"
behaviors such as twirling my
hair or using baby talk

2

2

10

1

1

10
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I have exhibited male-like
qualities that aren't part of my
natural personality

1

1

10

0

0

0

I have flirted at work

2

2

10

0

0

0

I have used prosodic speech
or speech patterns ("Valley
girl," uptalk, vocal fry)

0

0

0

0

0

0

Total

7

4

40

10

6

60

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.
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